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Abstract 
Psychobiographies typically explore and describe historically significant, 
extraordinary and enigmatic individuals' psychological development through the lens of 
psychological theory.  
The primary aim of this psychobiographical study was to explore and describe the 
developmental life stages of Margaret Hilda Thatcher (1925 - 2013) through the application 
of Erik Erikson's theory of Psychosocial Development.  Erikson's theory takes a holistic, 
biopsychosocial approach to the lifelong development of the individual, emphasising ego 
development.  A secondary objective was to clarify the propositions of Erikson's theory by 
applying it to Thatcher's life.   
Margaret Thatcher was the leader of the Conservative Party in Great Britain and was 
the first ever female British Prime Minister.  As a political leader, she was driven by 
conviction and regarded as controversial in that she divided the opinion of the British people. 
She served as Prime Minister for three consecutive terms and was eventually ousted by her 
peers.  After leaving office, she received the title of Baroness Thatcher of Kesteven and later 
became a member of the highest order of knighthood in England: The Order of the Garter. 
Psychobiographical research is qualitative and follows a single, case study approach. 
Through using a purposive sampling strategy, Thatcher was selected as a research subject on 
the basis of interest value and uniqueness.  Data were selected from primary and secondary 
sources, enhancing the validity of the study, and were analysed according to Alexander's nine 
identifiers of salience within the conceptual framework derived from Erikson's theory.  When 
considering the findings of the research, it became evident that Margaret Thatcher's 
development coincides with those constructs proposed in Erikson's theory, and thus 
emphasised its value in understanding human development.  The findings from this 
xxii 
 
psychobiographical study contributed to the understanding of Thatcher's life and are likely to 
stimulate further research in psychology.  
Key words: Erik Erikson; Margaret Hilda Thatcher; Politician; Prime Minister; 
Psychobiography; Psychosocial Development
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION AND PROBLEM STATEMENT 
"What endless questions vex the thought, of whence and whither, when and how..." 
(Sir Richard Burton, British Explorer, as cited in Santrock, 2004, p. 77) 
Chapter Preview 
This chapter serves as an introduction to the study by providing a general orientation 
to the chapters that follow.  The context of the research is discussed in terms of the 
psychobiographical approach and the theoretical framework used, and the primary aim of the 
study is outlined.  A biographical overview of the life of Margaret Thatcher is provided, as 
well as the conceptual model to be used in the study.   
 
Research Context 
Overview of psychobiographical research.  Runyan (2013) states that the discipline 
of psychology is concerned with three levels of generality, namely learning what is true about 
people in general, what is true about groups of people, and that which is true about individual 
lives.  This psychobiographical study aims to explore and describe the life of Margaret 
Thatcher (who will be referred to as ‘Thatcher’ hence forward).   
Psychobiographical research is the study of the completed lives of renowned, 
prominent, enigmatic or historically significant people over their entire life spans (Carlson, 
1988).  It can therefore be regarded as longitudinal case studies, where the personalities of 
people from diverse occupational fields are studied (Fouché & van Niekerk, 2010).  The 
general aim of psychobiographical research is to uncover and discern these extraordinary 
individuals' central, psychosocial life stories (McAdams & Ochberg, 1988), and to 
reconstruct their lives psychologically (Fouché & van Niekerk, 2010; Schultz, 2005).   
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Psychobiographies are a way of doing psychology, not a way of doing biography 
(Elms, 1994).  Van Niekerk (2007) states that psychobiographies consist of three central 
elements, namely (1) a systematic, in-depth exploration and description of a subject's life 
story; (2) viewing this life story within its specific socio-historical context; and (3) using a 
psychological frame of reference to illuminate the life.  Psychobiography and the study of 
lives in relation to the discipline of psychology is a story that respects the virtues of 
historical, interpretive, and narrative methods, in addition to quantitative and experimental 
methods (Schultz, 2005).   
The application of psychobiography contributes to one’s human functioning and may 
lead to a deepening in self-awareness, as it generates a hermeneutical dialogue, or an 
'encounter with the other', which leads to an understanding of the human mind, and possibly 
an expansion of empathic skills (Köváry, 2011).  A more comprehensive description of 
psychobiographical research will be provided in Chapter three of the current study.   
Psychobiographical research is a cornerstone of the science of psychology, and has a 
century-long history, with its roots in Sigmund Freud's groundbreaking, psychoanalytic 
profile of Leonardo da Vinci in 1910 (Köváry, 2011; Ponterotto, 2014; Runyan, 1988).  Since 
that study, psychobiography as a strategic research genre has evolved exponentially, and 
developed into a more eclectic and differentiated field, even though it continues to "discern 
the psychosocial story of an individual’s life" (McAdams & Ochberg, 1988, p. 5).   
Köváry (2011) states that psychobiographical research has experienced a renaissance 
since the early 1990s and has widened its focus to include artists, scientists and political and 
historical figures.  Researchers across the globe have contributed to the growth in this area, 
with an increase in the number of studies, methods utilised (using a broad range of integrative 
theoretical perspectives), an expansion in the range of contributing disciplines, an increase in 
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evidence from written resources, as well as an increased number of publication outlets 
(Runyan, 1988).   
These aspects are mirrored within the South African context, where the 
psychobiographical research genre has been nurtured and explored by a number of 
postgraduates in various psychology departments across the country (Fouché & van Niekerk, 
2010).  These include studies on a number of political figures such as Jan Christian Smuts 
(Fouché, 1999), Bantu Stephen Biko (Kotton, 2002), Dr Hendrik Verwoerd (Claasen, 2007), 
BJ Vorster (Vorster, 2003), Mahatma Gandhi (Pillay, 2009), but also other remarkable 
historical figures, such as Isie Smuts (Smuts, 2009) and Mother Theresa (Stroud, 2004).   
Most of these studies provide a detailed exposition that describes the 
psychobiographical approach as qualitative research, which forms part of various research 
paradigms.  The current researcher is of the opinion that the genre of psychobiographical 
research is an established one by now, and therefore, though it is imperative to understand the 
context of such research, it does not require an extensive exploration of this context any 
longer.  A brief exploration of the said context of psychobiographical research is provided in 
Chapter three of this study.      
 
Overview of the theoretical framework. 
Life span development.  Psychologists have traditionally focused on childhood 
development as a highly eventful and unique period of development which lays the 
foundation for adult years, whilst viewing development in adulthood as stable.  Indeed, most 
approaches to development value childhood as a special time of growth and change, and 
acknowledge and identify distinct periods where specific skills are mastered, and new life 
tasks confronted (Santrock, 2006).  However, the life span developmental perspective 
emphasises that change is possible throughout the individual's life, starting at conception, and 
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thus entails growth, but that developmental changes in adulthood should be recognised and 
explored, as change and development also entail a decline as a result of ageing and death 
(Santrock, 2008).   
Individual development is contextual, therefore the following factors would influence 
and contribute to the person's development: Biological make-up, physical environment, 
cognitive processes and historical, social and cultural contexts, which make Erikson's (1950) 
theory of Psychosocial Development relevant when discussing life span development.  For 
the present research, this theory was used to provide a view that is in line with recent 
developments in research regarding adult development. 
 
Biopsychosocial approach.  Erik Erikson's (1950) theory of Psychosocial 
Development highlights healthy development in individuals, following a holistic, 
biopsychosocial approach to lifelong development.  Erikson’s (1950) theory conceptualises 
the course of human life as a developmental narrative that starts in childhood and continues 
into adulthood, and consists of eight sequential stages of growth, with ego formation at its 
core and identity resolution as its aim.   
Using Erikson’s (1950) theory is a way of discerning Thatcher's psychosocial story, 
noting that it is inherently developmental, and describes eight sequential ‘chapters’ of her life 
that correspond with eight sequential stages of growth.  The theory was utilised to explore, 
describe and illuminate Thatcher's life span development by integrating social and historical 
factors likely to have played a role in her development, and to indicate how she managed to 
negotiate a resolution to a fundamental psychosocial dilemma within each of the eight stages.    
Her childhood raised the dilemmas of trust, autonomy, initiative, and industry, whilst her 
adolescence and adulthood are divided into the dilemmas of identity versus role confusion, 
intimacy versus isolation, generativity versus stagnation, and ego integrity versus despair.  A 
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timeline of major international events, including the socio-political context of post-war 
Britain and the world, along with some of the main events in Thatcher's life, are described in 
Appendix A.  
The application of Erikson's (1950) theory was specifically relevant, as this theory 
was developed during Thatcher's developmental years, but also because Erikson was very 
familiar with the psychobiographical approach in studying holistic lives of individuals.  He 
produced important psychobiographical studies which are prime examples of the maturation 
of this research genre (McAdams, 1988), and include studies on Martin Luther (1958) and 
Mahatma Gandhi (1969).  The latter received the Pulitzer Prize for general non-fiction in 
1970 (Ponterotto, 2014).   
 
Primary Aim 
The primary aim of the current study is to explore and describe the life of Margaret 
Thatcher in terms of Erikson's (1950) theory of Psychosocial Development.  A secondary 
objective is to clarify the applicability of the theoretical tenets of Erikson's (1950) theory to 
Thatcher's life.  An overview of this theory will be provided in a subsequent section of this 
chapter. 
 
Biographical Overview of Margaret Thatcher's Life 
Margaret Hilda Roberts was born in Grantham, Lincolnshire (England) in 1925.  Her 
parents, Alfred and Beatrice, were grocers who lived in a flat above their store, and were 
active members of the local community who attended the Methodist Church.  Thatcher had 
an older sister, Muriel, who remained her closest friend until her death a number of years 
before that of Thatcher (Thatcher, 1993).  Thatcher (1993) states that she was raised with 
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‘Victorian’ principles such as hard work, taking responsibility for one’s actions, honesty, 
charity to those less fortunate, and the need to act from personal conviction. 
Thatcher (1993) iterated that politics had always been one of her interests, and had 
been sparked by her father, who served as a local councillor and mayor.  The Thatcher family 
often engaged in discussions about current political issues, and hosted a number of political 
meetings at their home.  Consequently, when Thatcher read Chemistry (from 1943 to 1947) at 
Somerville College, Oxford University, she joined the Conservative Party and became the 
elected president of Oxford University Conservative Association (OUCA) in 1946 (Thatcher, 
1993).  After university, she pursued her interest in politics by standing as the Tory candidate 
in Dartford, but failed twice.  At that time, she became known for being the youngest female 
Tory candidate in the country.  
In 1951 she married Denis Thatcher, a local businessman and oil industry executive, 
and gave birth to twins a few years later.  Before their birth, Thatcher resigned from her role 
as a research chemist to study law on a part-time basis, and passed her Bar examination to 
become a barrister in 1954.  Additionally, she continued pursuing a career in politics and 
eventually became a member of parliament (MP) in 1959, Secretary of State for Education 
and Science in 1970, and the elected Conservative Party leader 5 years later.  At that time, 
she was the first female leader of a Western political party and the first female leader of the 
Opposition in the House of Commons (Thatcher, 1993).  In 1979 she became the first ever 
female British Prime Minister, and served three consecutive terms in office until 1990 
(Moore, 2013).  
At the time of her election as Prime Minister, the country had experienced debilitating 
economic difficulties under the Labour government, such as rising inflation, extensive trade 
union strikes, declining trade figures and increasing unemployment figures (Thatcher, 1993).  
Thatcher vowed to recover the economic health of the country, which she believed was on the 
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national decline, putting Britain at risk of becoming a welfare state as a result of the 
collectivist spirit evident after World War II (Thatcher, 1993).  And, although she was often 
criticised for not being liberal enough, she managed to reshape almost every aspect of British 
politics, such as reforming outdated institutions and foreign policy (Moore, 2013).  Her 
economic and social reform policies (commonly referred to as ‘Thatcherism’) contributed to 
the economic recovery of Britain, which started in 1981 - an accolade Thatcher believed was 
solely the result of her own efforts (Moore, 2013).  These changes continue to have a lasting 
impact on the British economy to this day.  
Thatcher is well-known for her staunch values, plain-speaking, non-conformist stance 
and aggressive, ‘conviction’ politics, thus making decisions based on her own fundamental 
values.  During her tenure as stateswoman, she divided opinion and became renowned for her 
steely perseverance (Moore, 2013).  She was arguably most well-known for her decision to 
go to war with Argentina over the Falkland Islands in 1982, and for not surrendering to the 
pressure of a one-year-long, violent Miners Strike in 1984, which ended in no concessions 
being made (Thatcher, 1993).  Thatcher (1993, p. 487) was one of the few world leaders who 
opposed sanctions against South Africa, which she labelled "the most advanced economic 
power in that (African) continent".  In part, she thought the isolation had already gone too far, 
but she was apprehensive about the likely effect sanctions could have on the British trade 
situation (Thatcher, 1993).  She did, however, impose minor sanctions during the mid-
eighties in an effort to urge the release of Nelson Mandela, and to encourage reform in the 
country.  By 1990, there were divisions within the Conservative Party with regards to a 
greater integration with Europe, and Thatcher's controversial policies, such as the 'Poll Tax', 
which was a local tax charged by councils, led to her leadership being challenged, and her 
consequent resignation (Thatcher, 1993).  
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After her resignation, Thatcher gradually withdrew from public life.  Initially she gave 
political talks and set up the Margaret Thatcher Foundation to promote her ideas.  In 1992 she 
was awarded the title of Baroness Thatcher of Kesteven, and in 1995 she became a member 
of the highest order of knighthood in England, namely the Order of the Garter.  In her later 
years, Thatcher suffered from poor health and had a number of mini-strokes, and eventually 
dementia.  She passed away on 8 April 2013.  
Globally known as 'The Iron Lady', Thatcher remains a controversial figure in British 
history to this day (Moore, 2013).  Even in her death, this division of opinion was evident 
when the government made the decision to give Thatcher a state funeral, an honour which 
had been bestowed on very few British statesmen, amidst extensive protest by the Opposition 
and other influential countrymen.  To date, she is the only female to have held the office of 
British Prime Minister, and has been the longest-serving Prime Minister of the 20th century 
in the United Kingdom.  
Charles Moore (2013, p. xix), Thatcher's authorised biographer, branded the writing 
of the authorised biography on Thatcher, which was published right after her death, as "much 
more than an elephantine pregnancy" - particularly because of the enormous collection of 
Thatcher papers made available to him.  The one aspect he found surprising, was the fact that 
Thatcher showed a lack of interest in her own past, and did not appear to be concerned about 
what he wrote about her.  In contrast to Thatcher's disinterest in her own life, she was 
selected as topic for a psychobiography, based on the researcher's interest value in her 
uniqueness and the significance of her life.   
 
Researcher's Personal Passage 
The researcher approached this study from a point of curiosity, a 'want to understand' 
the development of Thatcher, an influential world leader, and a need to comprehend the 
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controversy that surrounded her as a person.  This interest was not specifically related to 
politics, nor gender or leadership, but rather an attempt to trace the development of a 
historically significant person with relatively humble beginnings, who provided leadership 
based on her convictions and social values.  
At the beginning of the study, the researcher found herself contemplating whether the 
available information about Thatcher, including the autobiographies, would be representative 
of the 'true' person, instead of the political persona, which individuals in the political arena 
often feel compelled to present to the world.  It was therefore important to be critical and 
careful during the data collection, extraction and analysis phase of the research, using as 
many sources as possible to allay these reservations through data triangulation.  The 
researcher was also reminded of the long history of written text about political figures, with 
pioneering writers such as Plutarch, the Greek historian and biographer in 45-125AD, who 
most certainly encountered a similar challenge, and successfully overcame this (Köváry, 
2011).   
Köváry (2011) states that the training of psychologists can be enhanced through the 
research practice of psychobiography, specifically as their training often has an unequal 
balance between developing practical competencies on the one hand, and theoretical training 
and the learning of quantitative research and assessments on the other.  Psychobiographies 
explore the life span development of an individual, and, as such, the researcher has the 
opportunity to apply comprehensive, deep and personal knowledge of psychological 
functioning to the research subject's life, thereby bringing the theory to life.  Due to the 
researcher's interest in identity resolution and the life span development of the individual 
within their specific context, Erikson's (1950) theory provided an ideal platform from which 
to explore Thatcher's development.  
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Overview of the Research Study 
This study consists of five chapters, the first being the introduction.  Chapter two is 
dedicated to an overview of Erikson's (1950) theory of Psychosocial Development.  Chapter 
three is dedicated to a discussion about the research design, methodology, and preliminary 
research considerations.  In Chapter four, the life history of Margaret Hilda Thatcher is 
described and explored, together with the findings of the study.  Finally, in Chapter five, the 
conclusions, limitations of this research and recommendations for further research are 
discussed. 
 
Conclusion 
This introductory chapter discussed the research study in this treatise by orientating 
the reader to the context and aim of the study.  A biographical overview of Margaret Hilda 
Thatcher's life was provided, as well as a personal reflection about the study.  The following 
chapter provides a discussion on the theoretical framework followed in this study, namely 
Erikson's (1950) theory of Psychosocial Development. 
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CHAPTER 2 
ERIK ERIKSON'S THEORY OF PSYCHOSOCIAL DEVELOPMENT 
"The sense of self is a strong motivating force in life." 
(Santrock, 2004, p. 213) 
Chapter Preview 
This chapter serves to explore life span development according to Erik Erikson's 
(1950) theory of Psychosocial Development.  A brief summary of the influences and origins 
of this theory will be provided, followed by a discussion of the theoretical concepts.  The 
chapter will be concluded with a critical review of Erikson's (1950) theory.  
 
Erikson's (1950) Theory of Psychosocial Development: Influences and Origins 
Erik Homburger Erikson (1902-1994) was originally trained in psychoanalysis; but 
after gaining extensive experience in the field of psychology, he became convinced that 
Freud misjudged important dimensions of human development as a result of his focus on 
pathology, the unconscious mind, and the psychosexual development of individuals 
(Santrock, 2006).  Instead, Erikson (1975) recognised the importance of studying healthy 
development in individuals and the impact of society on their development in order to gain a 
clearer understanding of human development in general.  "Our field has developed to the 
point where the question of the relation of inner strength to situations of challenge, 
commitment, and decision calls for our concerted attention... One cannot cure if one knows 
only disease" (Erikson, 1963b, p.xi).   
Erikson addressed this disparity by developing a theory which blends concepts from 
the psychoanalytic thought with those from cultural anthropology, specifically focusing on 
the role of social dynamics in the formation of the healthy individual (Corsini & Marsella, 
1983).  Erikson (1975, p. 39) terms his focus as "outward, forward and upward".  According 
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to Hoare (2005, p. 19), "Erikson... shifted thought upwards in consciousness, outward to the 
social world, and forward throughout the complete life span".   
Erikson disputes the Freudian stance that human beings are driven by the "primitive 
layers of the psyche" (Hoare, 2005, p. 20).  Instead of Freud's psychosexual stages, which 
marked sexuality and unconscious drives of the id as primary motivation for human 
behaviour, Erikson focuses on the ego as life force of individual development, personality 
growth and dynamics (Corsini & Marsella, 1983); thus moving the ego 'upward' in the realms 
of consciousness (Erikson, 1975).  The ego represents the psychological development of 
human beings, and is the basis of identity development.   
Erikson (1950, 1975) argues that the emerging individual is primarily motivated by 
social needs and a desire to affiliate with others.  The ego has an 'outward' focus as it 
develops in relation to society.  It is adaptive, and expands according to the demands of 
society, which presents it with ongoing opportunities for development and integration 
through a number of continuing roles such as personal, civic and work roles.  In contrast to 
Freud's theory, which stipulates that psychological development culminates in early 
adulthood, Erikson (1950, 1963a, 1975) proposed the concept of 'forward' movement, namely 
that systematic, psychosocial development continues throughout the individual's entire life, to 
and through adulthood, stating that the mature ego makes choices borne of post-childhood 
development.   
This outward, forward and upward process of development as described by Erikson 
(1975), has specific, core tenets, which will be explored later in this chapter. 
 
Erikson's (1950) Theory of Psychosocial Development  
 Epigenesis and life stage development.  Stage theories of personality development 
describe the process of human maturation and development as a series of stages or a sequence 
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of differing issues, preoccupations and perspectives (Freisinger, 1990).  A term often used in 
Erikson's approach to human development, is that of 'epigenesis', where 'epi' means 'upon', 
and 'genesis' means 'beginning' or 'emergence'.  The principle behind epigenesis is that there 
is a ground-plan for growth under normal circumstances; and development occurs in 
sequential, clearly defined stages, and each stage must be satisfactorily resolved for 
development to proceed smoothly, resulting in maturity (Corsini & Marsella, 1983).  If 
successful resolution does not occur, all subsequent stages will reflect this failure in the form 
of physical, cognitive, social or emotional maladjustment (Sadock & Sadock, 2007).  
Additionally, a new dimension of social interaction becomes possible as a result of increased 
maturity.   
Building on the epigenetic principle, Erikson (1950) believes that development in 
human beings is inevitable, and his theory is the only developmental personality theory that 
encompasses the whole life span (Marcia, 2014).  Additionally, he provided the first model of 
adult social development, which assumed that greater maturity produces greater mental health 
(Vaillant, 2003).  Erikson’s (1950) theory conceptualises the course of human life as a 
developmental narrative consisting of eight sequential stages of growth, with ego formation 
at its core, and identity resolution as its aim.  He (1963a, p. 255) originally called these stages 
'the eight ages of man' and describes them as “new miracle(s) of vigorous unfolding, which 
(each) constitutes a new hope and a new responsibility".   
Erikson's (1950) theory is bio-psycho-social in nature, indicating his holistic approach 
to human development.  He (1963a) explains the underlying assumptions of his theory as 
follows:  
(1) The human personality in principle develops according to steps predetermined in 
the growing person's readiness to be driven forward, to be aware of, and to interact with, a 
widening social radius; and (2) that society, in principle, tends to be so constituted as to meet 
and invite this succession of potentialities for interaction and attempts to safeguard and to 
encourage the proper rate and the proper sequence of their enfolding. (p. 270) 
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Progressive physiological changes form the basis of all developmental stages - from 
the physical dependency of infancy, through the cognitive and hormonal changes of 
adolescence, to the diminution of capacities at old age (Marcia, 2014).   
The life span development of individuals takes place within the context of the family, 
society and culture (Markstrom & Kalmanir, 2001).  Time, location, cultural level and other 
societal conditions determine how a particular society meets the needs of individual growth 
(Marcia, 2014).  Erikson (1963b, p. 2) iterates that "all basic virtues can arise only in the 
interplay of a life stage with the individuals and the social forces of a true community".  
Erikson's (1950) theory posits that human beings are concerned about becoming competent in 
specific areas of life.  In each development stage, it is assumed that individuals articulate 
their needs and abilities with societal rewards and demands (Marcia, 2014), which motivate 
their behaviour and actions.  When individuals' needs and social factors are relatively 
synchronised, development proceeds positively and predictably, but when their needs and 
social factors do not mesh, a developmental disorder follows, in which individuals are likely 
to develop a sense of inadequacy, and special conditions, such as remedial institutions and 
psychotherapy, must be invoked (Marcia, 2014).   
As mentioned, the core of Erikson's (1950) theory is the development of the ego 
identity, which is the conscious sense of self that individuals develop through social 
interaction.  Erikson (1963a) states that ego development occurs throughout an individual's 
life, but at specific, critical times, which accompanies approximate chronological ages, 
according to a pre-determined sequence of stages.  These stages form the epigenetic ground-
plan of ego development, and are the results of societal and genetic influences acting on the 
individual simultaneously (Schultz, 1990), causing periods of heightened vulnerability.  
Human development can therefore be referred to as life stage development, which occurs 
gradually, and with overlapping transitions between all stages.  "Human strengths... emerge 
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with the stages of life and indicate their interdependence on the structure of communal life" 
(Erikson, 1963b, p. 8).   
During each stage, the individual is required to solve a central crisis or conflict and 
negotiate a unique, psychosocial developmental task.  The crisis consists of two conflicting 
forces, namely syntonic (a force that is in harmony with a specific need or goal) and dystonic 
(a force that is not in harmony with a specific need or goal).  Successful reconciliation of 
these forces resolves the conflict in a healthy way, which leads to the individual gaining a 
specific ego strength or virtue, which is fundamental to and guides the next stage.  If these 
forces are not successfully reconciled, the individual gains a developmental deficit instead.  
The resolution thus either results in psychosocial growth or regression (Sadock & Sadock, 
2007) and, as such, a crisis is a turning point in individuals’ lives, as it provides them with 
increased vulnerability if unresolved, but enhanced potential and an opportunity to fulfil their 
purpose if resolved successfully (Graves & Larkin, 2006; Hill & Burrow, 2012).   
The fully matured and realised individual navigates each stage by resolving the 
various crises posed in a successful manner, and therefore grows together in person and body 
(Erikson, 1950).  Should the individual be unable to navigate a particular stage well, 
'maladaptations' or 'malignancies' follow, endangering future psychosocial development.  The 
former is the worse of the two possibilities, in that it refers to an imbalance toward the 
negative aspect of a task. 'Malignancies' are not as severe, although there is still an 
imbalance; but the imbalance is towards the positive aspect of a task.  Of note, though, is that 
the unsuccessful resolution of a crisis does not prevent the individual from advancing to the 
next stage, but could hinder future psychosocial development.  Furthermore, it is also 
possible for the individual who has gained a particular ego strength to face the same task in a 
successive stage of development, which could have a positive or negative outcome (Santrock, 
2006).   
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As previously mentioned, gaining different ego strengths lead to identity resolution, 
which is the ultimate aim for the individual (Erikson, 1950).  Erikson (1963a) defines identity 
resolution as the synthesis of the individual's view of the self and the awareness of the 
expectations of significant others within the specific social context.  Individuals’ progress is 
determined by the successful negotiation (or lack thereof) in all the previous stages, as well as 
the genetic and social factors which influence their decision-making process.  Every stage 
receives a specific ego strength legacy from prior stages, which makes a prefiguring 
contribution to succeeding stages (Marcia, 2014).  "The strength acquired at any stage is 
tested by the necessity to transcend it in such a way that the individual can take chances in the 
next stage with what was most vulnerably precious in the previous one" (Erikson, 1963a, p. 
263).  Anthis (2014) explains that, according to the epigenetic principle, every ego strength 
exists in every stage, and reaches its time of special ascendancy during the stage at which the 
individual strives to resolve the corresponding crisis.   
An overview of the stages of psychosocial development, as suggested by Erikson 
(1950), is provided in Table 1, together with the significant relations, psychosocial 
modalities, potential psychosocial virtues, maladaptations and developmental deficits.  A 
more comprehensive description of these stages will be provided later in this chapter. 
  
Ego development and identity.  Erikson (1950) states that creating a stable sense of 
identity, which is grounded in a set of personally meaningful goals, values, and beliefs, is 
essential to human development, and culminates in a committed sense of purpose, personal 
will and the ability to regulate one's life effectively.   
Ego development, which concludes with identity resolution, is dependent on the 
various ego strengths gained during each stage of the individual's life.  Markstrom and 
Kalmanir (2001) state that the ego strengths or virtues in Erikson’s (1950) theory are far less 
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frequently cited than the eight psychosocial stages.  They explain that ego strengths ascend 
over the life cycle in correspondence to the successful psychosocial stages, for example, hope 
from trust, will from autonomy, purpose from initiative, competence from industry, fidelity 
from identity, love from intimacy, care from generativity, and wisdom from integrity.  
Individuals who have successfully resolved the identity crisis, display a high level of comfort 
with the self, a sense of direction in life and have confidence that significant others will be 
confirming of the self.  "A person with a healthy, strong sense of ego identity experiences 
himself as having continuity, sameness, individuality, and autonomy over time" (Corsini & 
Marsela, 1983, p. 137).  Those individuals with identity confusion have an inability to latch 
onto meaningful life choices and roles (Markstrom & Kalmanir, 2001).  An important aspect 
of the identity development process is that of purpose.  With a growing sense of autonomy, 
individuals’ sense of purpose is enhanced, which contributes to their overall personal 
wellbeing and meaningful engagement with the self and society. 
 
Erikson's (1950) stages of Psychosocial Development 
According to Erikson's theory of Psychosocial Development (1950), human beings 
are biological, psychological and social beings, who are shaped and influenced by a number 
of interactive forces (Corey, 2009).  Consequently, development of the individual takes place 
on all three levels, and true understanding of human beings necessitates an understanding of 
the individual’s biological, psychological, socio-cultural and historical contexts (Erikson, 
1950, 1963a).  The next section of this chapter will focus on describing the 
biological/genetic, psychological and social aspects of the individual within each specific 
stage, as well as exploring the individual's likely sense of self during that time.  A succinct 
synopsis of each stage will be provided under the heading of each stage.  
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Erikson (1963b, pp. 1-2) emphasises that the stages are to be considered as an entirety 
"even as one can understand oneself only by looking at and away from oneself, one can 
recognize the meaning of a stage only by studying it in the context of all the others".   
 
Stage I: Basic trust versus basic mistrust (birth - 18 months). 
Ego Strength/Virtue: Hope  
Maladaptation:  Sensory Distortion 
Malignancy:   Withdrawal 
Social Institution:  Religion 
Significant Relationship: Mother or primary caregiver (Erikson, 1959) 
During this development stage, which Freud referred to as 'oral-sensory' (Erikson, 
1963a), infants experience conflict between a basic trust and a basic mistrust of the self, 
others and the environment.  A healthy resolution of this conflict leads to the ego strength or 
virtue of 'hope'. 
Infancy is characteristic of extreme physical and emotional dependence on adults.  
When infants leave the warmth and protection of the mother's womb, they are faced with a 
world that is less secure, and, due to their heightened helplessness and vulnerability, they are 
dependent on the primary caregiver (most often the mother) for survival.  With many 
psychological activities commencing during infancy, such as language, symbolic thought, 
and sensorimotor coordination and social learning, this stage can be regarded as critical for 
the infant's healthy development.   
Erikson (1963a) emphasises the importance of the growing relationship between the 
infant and mother in developing trust, which is the first emotional task to be completed by the 
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Table 1: Erikson's Stages of Psychosocial Development 
Stage  
(age in 
years) 
Psychosocial 
crisis 
Significant 
relations 
Social 
institution 
Psychosocial 
modalities 
Psychosocial 
virtues 
Maladaptations 
and 
malignancies 
I (0-1½) 
Infant 
Trust  
vs  
mistrust 
Mother Religion To get, to give 
in return 
Hope, faith Sensory distortion 
- withdrawal, 
mistrust 
II(1½-3) 
Toddler 
Autonomy vs  
shame and 
doubt 
Parents Law and 
order 
To hold on, to 
let go 
Will, 
determination 
Impulsivity - 
compulsion, 
shame and self-
doubt 
III(3-5) 
Pre-
schooler 
Initiative  
vs  
guilt 
Family Economic 
endeavour 
To go after, to 
play 
Purpose, 
courage 
Ruthlessness - 
inhibition, guilt 
IV(5-13) 
School-age 
child 
Industry  
vs  
inferiority 
Neighbour-
hood, school 
Technology To complete, 
to make things 
together 
Competence Narrow virtuosity 
- inertia, 
inadequacy, 
inferiority 
V(13-21) 
Adolescent 
Ego-identity 
vs 
role-confusion 
Peer groups, 
role models 
Ideology To be oneself, 
to share 
oneself 
Reliability 
(fidelity), 
loyalty 
Fanaticism - 
repudiation, role 
confusion, ego 
diffusion 
VI(21-40) 
Young 
adult 
Intimacy  
vs 
 isolation 
Partners, 
friends 
Ethical 
sense, 
mutual 
devotion of 
love 
To lose and 
find oneself in 
another 
Love Promiscuity - 
exclusivity, 
isolation 
VII(40-60) 
Middle 
adult  
Generativity 
vs  
self-absorption 
Household, 
colleagues 
All societal 
institutions 
To make be, to 
take care of 
Care Overextension - 
rejectivity, 
stagnation, self-
impoverishment 
VIII (60+) 
Old adult 
Integrity  
vs  
despair 
Mankind or 
'my kind' 
Integration: 
religion, 
politics, 
economic 
order, 
technology, 
arts and 
culture 
To be, through 
having been, 
to face not 
being 
Wisdom Presumption - 
despair 
Note: Adapted from Erikson, E.H. (1959). Identity and the life cycle. Psychological Issues. 
1(1), 1-171. 
 
infant.  Responsive parenting is regarded as crucial for resolving the central conflict of a 
basic trust and a basic mistrust of the self, others and the environment.  Receiving quality 
care in a predictable way, creates a secure environment for the infant, who grows to know 
what to expect from its mother.  This promotes the development of the infant's sense of 'being 
all right' and thus having trust (Erikson, 1950, 1963a).  With an emerging sense of trust, the 
infant will become self-confident enough to explore the environment, which is imperative for 
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its future development, interpersonal relations and social roles.  The ego strength or virtue 
'hope' arises from experiencing more trust than mistrust in infancy, and is rooted in and 
fostered through the relationship with the mother.   
The likely result of unreliable, emotionally unavailable, harsh and inadequate care is 
the development of mistrust, as the infant senses that others cannot be trusted to provide in its 
needs.  This could result in malignant, self-protective behaviours such as withdrawal, 
apprehension, suspicion, lack of risk-taking behaviour and a lack of exploration of the 
environment (Hamacheck, 1988).  Consequently, the infant is likely to have future problems 
with trusting the self, maintaining meaningful interpersonal relationships and seeing the 
world as an unsafe place.  Conversely, overprotection or over-indulgence of the infant could 
result in 'sensory distortion' that would lead to the development of too much trust and having 
unrealistic expectations of others, and often becoming gullible (Hamacheck, 1988).   
It is important to note that the infant will, in all probability, experience both mistrust 
and trust during the first year of life, particularly as it is exposed to experiences of mistrust or 
insecurity when its needs are not met immediately.  However, healthy development in the 
infant consists of a balance between these two experiences (Hook, 2002).  If the infant's 
needs are eventually satisfied, it will realise that the mother is not perfect, but it will grow in 
the security that the mother can still be trusted.  These experiences pave the way for the 
child's ability to endure and successfully deal with future disappointments.   
Interpersonal contact between the mother and infant is the infant's first exposure to the 
social world, and is the baby's first demonstration of social engagement and trust, and 
consequently becomes the foundation for the development of autonomy and purpose (Graves 
& Larkin, 2006).  Moreover, trust in infancy sets the stage for a lifelong expectation that the 
world will be a good and pleasant place to live in and that the individual will be able to meet 
all the demands of life (Corsini & Marsella, 1983).  This trust forms the basis of a child's 
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sense of identity, and, as the infant is likely to combine a sense of being 'all right' with that of 
being 'all right with the self', the infant is encouraged to become what significant others trust 
them to become (Erikson, 1963a).  Erikson (1963a) explains that: 
A lasting identity... cannot begin to exist without the trust of the first... stage; it cannot 
be completed without a promise of fulfillment [sic] which from the dominant image 
of adulthood reaches down into the baby's beginnings and which, by the tangible 
evidence of social health, creates at every step of childhood and adolescence an 
accruing sense of ego strength. (pp. 245-246) 
 
Just as the mother is instrumental in establishing a sense of trust and hope in the 
infant, Erikson (1963a) highlights the role of the institution of 'religion' in its concern about 
personal developmental issues of the individual during each developmental stage.   
 
Stage II: Autonomy versus shame and doubt (18 months - 3 years). 
Ego Strength/Virtue: Willpower  
Maladaptation:  Impulsivity 
Malignancy:   Compulsion 
Social Institution:  Law and Order 
Significant Relationship: Parents (Erikson, 1959) 
During this development stage, which Freud referred to as 'anal-muscular' (Erikson, 
1963a), toddlers experience conflict between autonomy and an experience of shame and 
doubt.  A healthy resolution of this conflict leads to the ego strength or virtue of 'willpower'.   
The main developmental task of the toddler during this stage, is the achievement of 
autonomy, whilst minimising feelings of shame and doubt (Erikson, 1950).  "After gaining 
trust in their caregivers, infants begin to discover that their behaviour is their own" (Santrock, 
2004, p. 46).  Toddlers have increased mental, linguistic and motor abilities.  With growing 
awareness of their bodies, increased muscular maturation, control of the bodily functions and 
mobility, they begin to explore their immediate environment.  In the process, they experience 
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separation and autonomy, and develop a sense of pride in their accomplishments.  They start 
asserting their will, and display this willpower in wanting to do everything for themselves 
(Corey, 2009; Corsini & Marsella, 1983).   
Erikson (1963a) highlights the important role played by parents (and others adults in 
the household) in affirming the toddler's will.  As they provide approval of the toddler's 
efforts at autonomy, feelings of competence and positive self-esteem grow in toddlers, which 
allow them to follow their own discretion in 'holding on and letting go' (Erikson, 1963a).   
However, if parents discourage autonomy, it could have detrimental effects on toddlers' 
emotional development, causing fearful and tentative behaviour (Corey, 2009), resulting in an 
inability to maintain a reliable sense of identity in adulthood (Grace, 2013).  Infants that are 
restrained too much or punished too harshly, are likely to develop a sense of shame and doubt 
(Santrock, 2004).  The ego strength or virtue 'will' arises from experiencing more autonomy 
than shame and doubt during toddlerhood.  Additionally, Erikson (1963a) states that the 
development of autonomy and choice needs to be gradual.  If toddlers are given too much 
autonomy too soon, some of the trust gained during the previous stage could be lost if they 
experience a lack of protection in the immediate environment or if a task is too great to fulfil.  
Toddlers in this position are likely to develop the maladaptive tendency of 'impulsiveness', 
which manifests as a shameful wilfulness and a general disregard for the consequences of 
actions later in life.  Toddlers who develop too much shame and doubt in their own abilities, 
could also develop malignant 'compulsiveness' in later life, manifesting in a stubborn fixation 
on finishing tasks perfectly, resulting in an over-manipulation of the self,  and neurotic and 
obsessive-compulsive or paranoid behaviour in future (Erikson, 1963a).   
Erikson (1963a, p. 251) describes this stage as one of "holding on and letting go" as 
toddlers are likely to experience arbitrary feelings of having autonomy ('letting go'), whilst 
being dependent on their mothers for continued care ('holding on').  With increased 
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independence, toddlers also risk being shamed, which is the developmental deficit in this 
stage (Erikson, 1950, 1963a).  Erikson (1963a, p. 252) explains that feelings of shame are 
"essentially rage turned against the self".  At this point, the toddler starts doubting its own 
capabilities and autonomy.  A healthy resolution of this conflict requires that toddlers learn to 
balance the two conflicting forces of autonomy with shame and doubt, which enables them to 
develop the virtue of willpower, thus having choice over their behaviour.  Erikson (1963a) 
refers to this process as having a sense of goodwill and pride as a result of self-control.   
Graves and Larkin (2006) state that the search for autonomy is a continuous thread 
throughout life.  According to Santrock (2006), gaining autonomy in this stage has important 
implications for the development of independence and identity during adolescence, as 
independent toddlers are likely to develop into adolescents with courage to choose and guide 
their own future.   
Whereas basic trust was related to the institution of religion, Erikson (1963a) elevates 
the principle of law and order in this stage, which stipulates the privileges and limitations of 
autonomy for all in society.  He states that adults around the toddler who have a sense of 
rightful dignity and lawful independence, provide the toddler with the expectation that the 
cultivation of autonomy in childhood will serve to preserve a sense of justice in future.  
 
Stage III: Initiative versus guilt (3-5 years). 
Ego Strength/Virtue: Purpose  
Maladaptation:  Ruthlessness 
Malignancy:   Inhibition 
Social Institution:  Economic Endeavour 
Significant Relationship: Family (Erikson, 1959) 
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During this developmental stage, which Freud referred to as 'genital-locomotor' 
(Erikson, 1963a), the conflict within young children is between that of initiative and guilt.  A 
healthy resolution of this conflict leads to the ego strength or virtue of 'purpose'. 
Young children in this developmental stage give up their complete dependency on 
their mothers, and learn to take initiative, which is the main developmental task of this stage.  
As a result of increased perceptual, motor, cognitive and language skills, young children are 
able to self-organise, take on new responsibilities, devise and implement bold plans, and 
generally respond to the world in a positive way (Erikson, 1963a).  As they start exploring the 
wider social world, children are challenged to master a variety of new tasks for which active, 
purposeful and responsible behaviour is required.  Hill and Burrow (2012) are of the opinion 
that this stage sets the foundation for developing purpose from a young age.  With their 
surplus energy, young children often take initiative and move from one task to the next with 
ease, and forget their failures quickly, thus not harbouring feelings of guilt (Erikson, 1963a).  
The ego strength or virtue 'purpose' arises from experiencing more initiative than guilt during 
pre-school years.  
Children who grow up in supportive, healthy environments, develop initiative and 
respect for themselves and others.  The development of initiative is governed by a number of 
factors, such as the boundaries provided by the adults within the household, the development 
of a conscience, and a sense of responsibility.  These factors guide children's behaviour and 
help them discern right from wrong as they begin to develop self-governing behaviour and a 
social conscience.  The experience of guilt is regarded as the developmental deficit of this 
stage (Erikson, 1950), and is indicative of children's capacity for moral judgment.  With 
children's growing awareness of right and wrong, they often feel guilty if their initiative 
impinges on the rights of others.  If they have too much initiative and too little guilt, children 
are likely to develop the maladaptive tendency of 'ruthlessness'.  Additionally, as stated by 
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Santrock (2004), if children are made to feel anxious about their initiative, or if their 
activities go unrecognised and unvalued by others, they may develop too much guilt, which 
leads to the malignant tendency of 'inhibition'.  Children who are prevented from taking 
initiative may become passive and inhibited, and subsequently let others choose on their 
behalf (Corey, 2009).   
As a result of their increased motor and emotional abilities, young children are 
socialised more and, through the play process, also learn to take initiative.  Most often they 
gain membership of a particular social group based on their gender, where they are 
introduced to culturally-appropriate rules, values and social roles.  According to Erikson 
(1963a), gender identity for boys is generally marked by an intrusive quality as they engage 
in intense motor activities, with a keen interest in actions and things; whilst girls become 
involved in the lives of others and invite others into their play, preparing them for their future 
maternal role.     
It is during this stage that children grow in their ability to hear the inner voice of self-
observation, self-guidance, and self-punishment, which effectively denotes a process of 
becoming one's own parent.  Erikson (1963a, p. 256) describes this as a split, "for here the 
child becomes forever divided in himself".  He (1963a) goes on to explain that the ability to 
regulate the self aids young children to develop a sense of moral responsibility, which is 
influenced by cultural values and traditions of the society in which they grow up.  During this 
stage, children "gain some insight into the institutions, functions, and roles which will 
permit... responsible participation (Erikson, 1963a, p. 256). 
Erikson posits that positive goals are fostered in children during this stage as they are 
encouraged to take initiative and be responsible.  Children develop an ability to fantasise and 
dream about the future, hence they start dreaming about being 'grown-up', and becoming 
active participants in society - illustrating the importance of the social institution of economic 
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endeavour (Erikson, 1963a).  Children learn about their ideal role models, and often identify 
with the parent of the same sex and "look for opportunities where work-identification seems 
to promise a field of initiative without too much infantile conflict or... guilt" (Erikson, 1963a, 
p. 258).   
 
Stage IV: Industry versus inferiority (5-13 years).   
Ego Strength/Virtue: Industriousness/Competence  
Maladaptation:  Narrow Virtuosity 
Malignancy:   Inertia 
Social Institution:  Technology 
Significant Relationship: School, Community (Erikson, 1959) 
During this developmental stage, which Freud referred to as the 'latency' stage 
(Erikson, 1963a), the conflict within children is between that of industry and inferiority.  A 
healthy resolution of this conflict leads to the ego strength or virtue of 'industriousness' or 
'competence'. 
At this stage of early school-age, children have consolidated their previous learnings 
and developed a sense of pride in the skills they have acquired thus far (Sadock & Sadock, 
2007).  In all cultures, children learn the technology relevant to that culture, whether it is 
hunting, tool-making, reading or writing (Marcia, 2014).  Children enter the world of formal 
schooling, and receive systematic instruction in applying academic and social skills which are 
required for them to operate within their culture and broader social environment (Erikson, 
1963a).  They learn to persevere at personal and socially relevant tasks with the goal of 
acquiring a feeling of competence as a worker (Marcia, 2014), which prepares children for 
the world of work in later life (Erikson, 1963a) and introduces them to the thought of a 
workable future that exists outside family life.   
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Children increase their academic, intellectual and social skills through mastering 
skills such as reading, writing and arithmetic, whilst learning to communicate clearly and 
working collaboratively towards goals, which are initially set by teachers and parents, but 
gradually by themselves.  When children take pride in what they produce, and are able to 
complete tasks successfully, they develop their sense of competence and industriousness, 
which is the ego strength or virtue gained in this stage (Erikson, 1950).  These children are 
bound to receive encouragement for their efforts, and therefore start finding pleasure in 
playing less and completing their work by paying attention and diligently persevering.  
Feelings of competence strengthen children's feelings of self-worth, and assist them in 
clarifying and fulfilling their social roles.   
Self-understanding during this stage shifts from defining the self through external 
characteristics, to defining the self through internal characteristics (Santrock, 2006).  
Children's self-understanding includes increasing reference to social comparison, and they are 
likely to start distinguishing themselves from others in comparative, rather than absolute 
terms, and regarding themselves as individuals (Santrock, 2006).  When children think they 
compare unfavourably to their peers, they risk seeing themselves as inadequate and inferior 
and could develop low self-esteem (Corey, 2009).  Additionally, when parents or significant 
others overemphasise industry and expect children to carry out tasks which are not age-
appropriate, and not allow them to be a child and pursue their own interests, children may 
develop the maladaptive tendency of 'narrow virtuosity'.  This is very often encountered when 
dealing with 'prodigies'.  The risk for these children is a lonely and empty life.  More 
commonly seen, however, is children who, as a result of experiencing too much inferiority, 
do not develop social skills during this stage and thus avoid social interaction (Erikson, 
1963a), which is known as 'inertia'.  A healthy resolution of the crisis between 'industry' and 
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'inferiority' requires that children develop their capacity for industry, thus having a realistic 
sense of their own limitations, whilst avoiding an excessive sense of inferiority.  
Erikson (1963a) emphasises that socially, this stage is the most decisive for children 
as they learn to work together, fulfil different roles, get different opportunities, and develop a 
sense of the ethos of their culture.  Erikson (1963a) warns, however, that children may find 
their identity and 'worthwhileness'  in work, which may lead to them becoming conformists 
and thoughtless slaves of the world of work and those whom they report to.  Often too, 
children realise that factors such as skin colour, parental economic and social background and 
their own will to learn contribute to their identity development.  They may come to realise 
that their future is likely to be restricted as a result of these characteristics.   
Although children in this stage already have the inner skills for "entrance into life", 
(Erikson, 1963a, p. 258), schooling assists them in reflecting abilities similar to those of 
adults in society.  Erikson (1963a) confirms that, through both formal and informal schooling, 
children ultimately need to become literate and learn the fundamentals of technology, which 
will enable them to use a variety of tools in their quest to become a productive member of 
society.   
 
Stage V: Identity versus role confusion (13-21 years).   
Ego Strength/Virtue: Reliability (Fidelity)  
Maladaptation:  Fanaticism 
Malignancy:   Repudiation 
Social Institution:  Ideology 
Significant Relationship: Peers, Role Models (Erikson, 1959) 
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During this developmental stage, adolescents experience conflict between developing 
their own identity and being confused about their roles.  A healthy resolution of this conflict 
leads to the ego strength or virtue of 'reliability', also referred to as 'fidelity'.  
The start of adolescence is an indication that childhood has ended.  Equipped with a 
number of skills to take on this stage of development, adolescents enter a stage of 
'moratorium', where they cease to be dependent, and their childish morality develops into 
adult ethics (Erikson, 1963a).  During this transitional stage, individuals establish an identity, 
consisting of a coherent, meaningful and unified self-image, which assists them in knowing 
and coping with their existing and future social roles.  Erikson (1963a) explains that ego 
identity and formation in this stage requires the integration of childhood identifications and 
learnings with rapid physical, sexual and social changes.  He (1963b, p. 10) states, "in no 
other stage of life cycle, then, are the promise of finding oneself and the threat to losing 
oneself so closely allied".  According to Hill and Burrow (2012), identity and purpose 
development are intertwined processes, a sentiment shared by Marcia (2014, p. 168) when he 
states, "identity refers to a sense of oneself as having continuity with the past, active direction 
in the present, and a future trajectory".   
Parents, society and role models play a pivotal role in identity formation as they 
encourage adolescents to explore many different roles and social freedom.  As a result of the 
variety of roles offered, adolescents can easily become confused about the way forward, but 
when they explore roles in a healthy manner, and arrive at a positive path to follow in life, a 
positive identity is achieved.  A healthy resolution of the conflict between  developing one’s 
own identity and being confused about one’s roles, leads to the ego strength of 'reliability' or 
'fidelity', which Erikson (1963b) defines as having the ability to abide by the standards of 
society, despite its imperfections, incompleteness and inconsistencies.  'Fidelity' is evident in 
adolescents' commitment towards a specific identity of their choice.  “Identity commitment 
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refers to a level of certitude and confirmation of one’s environment and who one is” (Hill & 
Burrow, 2012, p.75).  Additionally, Markstrom and Kalmanir (2001) explain that a 
commitment to role choices, others and ideologies is at the core of fidelity, and affirm to 
adolescents their sense of purpose in life, in addition to enhancing feelings of belonging.   
Adolescents who have difficulties knowing themselves and how they relate to and 
function within society, may develop role confusion, which could lead to an ‘identity crisis’ 
(Erikson, 1963a).  An unclear sense of identity is often associated with deleterious 
psychological and social outcomes (Bosch, Segrin & Curran, 2012).  Adolescents' lack of 
identity and reluctance to select and commit to roles, could potentially result in the malignant 
tendency of 'repudiation' (Erikson, 1963a), and is indicative of a refusal to accept their 
membership in the world of adults.  If they are unable to successfully resolve this crisis, 
adolescents are likely to isolate themselves from loved ones.   
An additional factor to be considered in the process of identity-formation is that of 
timing.  Adolescents need to arrive at an understanding of who they are within a timeframe 
set by themselves.  If this process is hurried, and adolescents fail to integrate a central 
identity, ego diffusion occurs.  Ego diffusion is a severe form of role confusion and, because 
adolescents are uncertain of who they are and what is expected of them, they may withdraw 
socially, or display antisocial traits.  Erikson (1963) believes that adolescents whose 
development has restricted them from acceptable social roles, or made to feel inferior in their 
inability to cope with the demands placed on them, may choose a negative identity.  He adds 
that delinquency is an example of a negative identity, and is often an attempt at establishing 
an identity.  Adolescents help each other during this time by dressing the same way or 
identifying themselves with a certain group in order to defend themselves against identity 
confusion (Erikson, 1963a).  There is, however, also a risk that adolescents over-identify with 
a particular group of people, to the point of apparent complete loss of identity, which inhibits 
31 
 
personal growth and tolerance of others, potentially leading to the maladaptive tendency of 
'fanaticism' (Erikson, 1963a).   
Erikson (1963b) regards ego identity as a partially conscious and largely unconscious 
process, and that the resolution of the identity issue during adolescence is no guarantee for a 
stable identity for the remainder of the individual's life.  According to Erikson (1963b), ego 
identity is seen as:  
A psychological process reflecting social processes; but with sociological means it 
can be seen as a social process reflecting psychological processes; it meets its crisis in 
adolescence, but has grown throughout childhood and continues to re-emerge in the 
crises of later years. (p. 11)  
 
Because a person who develops a healthy identity is flexible and adaptive to changes 
in their immediate world and society, their relationships and careers, a number of 
reorganisations of identity features can occur.   
In youth, ego strength emerges from the mutual confirmation of individual and 
community, in the sense that society recognizes the young individual as a bearer of 
fresh energy and that the individual so confirmed recognizes society as a living 
process which inspires loyalty as it receives it, maintains allegiance as it attracts it, 
honors confidence as it demands it. (Erikson, 1963b, p. 8) 
 
Erikson (1963b) identifies 'ideology' as the social values that guide identity during 
this stage, and explains that: 
Adolescent development comprises a new set of identification processes, both with 
significant persons and with ideological forces, which give importance to individual 
life by relating it to a living community and to ongoing history, and by 
counterpointing the newly won individual identity with some communal solidarity. (p. 
20) 
 
Adolescents come to realise that to succeed in society, they have to work towards 
becoming the best.  Erikson (1963a) states that: 
The sense of ego identity, then, is the accrued confidence that the inner sameness and 
continuity prepared in the past are matched by the sameness and continuity of one's meaning 
for others, as evidenced in the tangible promise of a 'career'. (pp. 261-262)  
 
Stage VI: Intimacy versus isolation (young adulthood, 21-40 years).   
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Ego Strength/Virtue: Love  
Maladaptation:  Promiscuity 
Malignancy:   Exclusivity 
Social Institution:  Ethical Sense/Mutual Devotion of Love 
Significant Relationship: Friends, Partners (Erikson, 1959) 
During this developmental stage, young adults experience conflict between achieving 
intimacy and remaining in isolation.  A healthy resolution of this conflict leads to the ego 
strength or virtue of 'love'. 
Young adults have a strong interest in independence and freedom, which were the by-
products of the life task during the previous stage.  Development in young adulthood involves 
a delicate balance of intimacy and commitment on the one hand, but independence and 
freedom on the other (Santrock, 2006).  According to Marcia (2014), intimacy involves depth 
and commitment in relationships with friends and partners, as they seek mutuality and 
nonsuperficial connections with others.  The individual "is eager and willing to fuse his 
identity with that of others" (Erikson, 1963a, p. 263).  Young adults have the ability to love, 
commit to a significant other, and have an intimate relationship with that person, which leads 
to the ego strength or virtue of 'love'.  'Love' arises from experiencing more intimacy than 
isolation during early adulthood, but is not only romantic in nature.  Instead, the ego strength 
of 'love' is regarded as an active choice, characterised by mutual and reciprocal commitments 
between equals (Markstrom & Kalmanir, 2001), and is evident in a range of romantic, sexual 
and social relationships.  
Erikson (1963a) explicates relationship-forming as a process of finding oneself, yet 
losing oneself in another; and elucidates that the prerequisites for forming meaningful, 
intimate relationships are the ability to trust others, be autonomous, have initiative, and have 
an established, individual identity.  Erikson (1963a) states that the ability to make and sustain 
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interpersonal commitments is central to intimacy, and that it entails having the capacity to 
commit to concrete affiliations and partnerships and to develop the ethical strength to abide 
by these commitments, despite the significant sacrifices and compromises required in the 
process (Erikson, 1963a).  Of note, however, is that intimacy and independence are not 
necessarily opposite ends of a continuum - individuals are able to have healthy independence 
and freedom, whilst experiencing intimate relationships.  These dimensions continue to 
develop throughout the adult years, and are subject to the influence of social and historical 
change.  
Erikson (1963a) states that young adults who have the tendency to become intimate 
too freely and easily, without any depth to the connection between these individuals, may 
develop the maladaptation of 'promiscuity'.  Additionally, a developmental deficit within this 
stage manifests itself when young adults are unable to develop intimacy, or avoid the 
experience of intimacy because of a fear of ego loss, which leads to distantiation or 
exclusivity of the self.  A fear of commitment in this stage can be regarded as an example of 
immaturity and, as young adults' awareness of their isolation continue to develop, self-
absorption is likely to follow, and could develop into the malignancy of 'exclusivity' (Erikson, 
1963a).  Being unable to develop meaningful relationships can harm young adults' 
personality development, and may lead to voluntary social exclusion, individuals developing 
prejudices against others (Erikson, 1963a), and developing hateful behaviours as 
compensation for their loneliness.  
When discussing romantic relationships, Erikson (1963a, p. 264) mentions that "the 
danger in this stage is that intimate, competitive, and combative relations are experienced 
with and against the selfsame people".  He goes on to say that young adults are to delineate 
the areas of adult duty, and differentiate between the competitive encounter and the sexual 
embrace, which would assist them in developing an ethical sense.  Erikson (1963a, p. 265) 
34 
 
supports Freud's belief by saying that healthy functioning young adults should be able to 
"lieben und arbeiten", to love and to work well, which entail developing mature love and 
being productive adults without compromising being a loving person, thus having an ethical 
sense and a mutual devotion of love to nurturing loved ones. 
 
Stage VII: Generativity versus stagnation (40-60 years).   
Ego Strength/Virtue: Caring  
Maladaptation:  Overextension 
Malignancy:   Rejectivity 
Social Institution:  All Societal Institutions 
Significant Relationship: Household, Next Generation (Erikson, 1959) 
During this developmental stage, adults experience conflict between generativity and 
stagnation.  A healthy resolution of this conflict leads to the ego strength or virtue of 'caring'. 
When adults arrive at this stage in life, they are likely to have resolved earlier life 
conflicts, and be in a position to expand their personal and social involvement and 
responsibilities by giving assistance to others.  Traditionally, adults in this stage are involved 
in raising children and establishing their careers.  In contrast to the previous developmental 
stages, this middle adulthood stage has an explicit outward focus, which includes one's 
immediate family, but also incorporates the next generation.  This outward focus is 
emphasised through the concept of 'generativity', which refers to a person's concern with, and 
caring for the life cycles of others, one's progeny, such as children and projects, and oneself 
(Marcia, 2014), thereby leaving a legacy through building and investing in those individuals. 
Erikson (1963a, p. 266) describes generativity as an essential stage of the 
psychosocial schedule, and a central part of a mature person's life, "for this term encompasses 
the evolutionary development which has made man the teaching and instituting as well as the 
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learning animal".  Just as much as children need guidance and encouragement, the mature 
person needs to be needed by the next generation (Erikson, 1963a).  Generativity comprises 
of productivity and creativity, and therefore includes activities such as teaching, writing, 
inventing, arts, sciences and social activism - all of which contribute to the welfare of the 
community and future generations (Erikson, 1963a).  Adults who are productive members of 
society through their generativity, develop the ego strength of 'caring', which can be extended 
to children and immediate family, the bigger society but also individuals' parents (Santrock, 
2004).   
As in previous developmental stages, individuals may also develop maladaptations.  
In this middle adulthood stage, it is referred to as 'overextension', and is evident when adults 
are excessively generative in the care they provide to others, and, in the process, find little 
enjoyment in these acts, or deprive themselves from relaxation and having time for 
themselves.  Erikson (1963a) describes the counterpart of generativity as 'stagnation', 
highlighting the fact that adults who are not productive members of society regress to 
becoming stagnant, self-absorbed, and with an inward focus.  In its extreme form, individuals 
who do not become involved in any form of generativity, and stagnate to a point where they 
do not fulfil any specific role in developing the next generation, are likely to develop the 
malignant tendency of 'rejectivity' (Erikson, 1963a), thus rejecting the next generation, and 
only being involved in activities that serve their own interests and needs.  Erikson (1963a) 
attributes adults' unwillingness to contribute to the next generation to developmental deficits 
in early childhood, such as having excessive self-love or having a too strenuous self-made 
personality, in conjunction with their belief that they do not play a valuable role in their 
community.  Adults in this stage also reflect on the dreams they used to have for their future 
and their actual achievement and adjust these discrepancies.  A failure to achieve a sense of 
productivity and generativity may lead to psychological stagnation (Corey, 2009).   
36 
 
Erikson (1963a) explains that the virtue of caring is safeguarded in all social 
institutions that are concerned with the ethics of fostering generativity toward younger 
generations, such as politics, education, medicine, recreation or religion).  
 
Stage VIII: Ego integrity versus despair (60 years - death).  
Ego Strength/Virtue: Wisdom   
Maladaptation:  Presumption 
Malignancy:   Despair 
Social Institution:  Integration of Religion, Politics, Economic Order,  
     Technology, Arts and Culture 
Significant Relationship: Mankind (Erikson, 1959) 
During this developmental stage, adults experience conflict between ego integrity and 
despair.  A healthy resolution of this conflict leads to the ego strength or virtue of 'wisdom'. 
In Western culture, the final stage in Erikson's (1950) theory commences after 
retirement, and introduces a time of life review, a loss of physical strength, a detachment 
from society, and a revision of the sense of self and one's role within society (Erikson, 
1963a).  
Although Erikson (1963a) provides no clear definition of ego integrity, he describes it 
as a commonly recognisable quality in people from all social spheres, explaining that it 
entails order and meaning-making of the self and the life lived.  It involves a feeling of 
wholeness, as the individual senses how things fit together, and being satisfied with life 
coming to an end.  Adults in this stage review their lives against a backdrop of a wider world 
order and spirituality, and within a larger context of life cycles and history (Erikson, 1963a).  
"The essential identity issue at (ego) integrity is the maintenance and possible further 
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development of identity in the face of necessary, inevitable losses, and a foreshortened 
future" (Marcia, 2014, p. 173). 
Erikson (1963a) asserts that mature adults gain ego integrity as a result of successfully 
navigating the previous seven stages, resulting in the ego strength of 'wisdom', if successfully 
resolved.  He (1963a) explains: 
Only in him who in some way has taken care of things and people and has adapted 
himself to the triumphs and disappointments adherent to being, the originator of 
others or the generator of products and ideas - only in him may gradually ripen the 
fruit of these seven stages. (p. 268) 
 
With a new understanding of life, mature adults review their lives and evaluate them 
by reviewing their previous stages and experiences.  If these are regarded as positive, and if 
individuals accept the mistakes they have made, they conclude that their lives were well 
spent, which fosters a sense of satisfaction.  This is indicative of ego integrity being 
manifested (Erikson, 1963a).  In Table 2, Santrock (2004, p. 626) provides a description of 
how issues from previous developmental stages can mature into the many facets of integrity 
and wisdom in old age. 
If, however, adults look back at their lives and  one or more of the stages were 
perceived negatively, or if they regard the total worth of their lives as negative, they may 
develop a preoccupation with their past, and focus on their failures, regrets and 
disappointments, resulting in feelings of despair (Erikson, 1963a).  Erikson (1963a) proposed 
that adults who are unable to realistically accept and negotiate the difficulties of old age, but 
presume to have ego integrity, develop the maladaptive tendency of 'presumption'.   
Additionally, individuals who have a contempt of life, experience despair at being unable to 
relive their lives in order to gain integrity.  Consequently, they hide their despair with the 
malignant tendency of 'disgust' (Erikson, 1963a).  
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Another aspect which contributes to adults' potential development of despair, is the 
passing away of peers and friends and the subsequent realisation of one's own increased 
physical frailty as a result of decreased physical strength and health (Erikson, 1963a).  The 
inevitability of death is likely to lead to feelings of despair.  In a sense, life review prepares 
adults for death, in that they start experiencing a sense of closure, which may reduce their 
fears, and may contribute to their noticing a change in their sense of self.  Erikson (1963a) 
explains that a lack of ego integration is signified by adults' fear of death; however, if these 
individuals accept and appreciate their lived lives, they are able to approach death without 
fear, which signifies the presence of the ego strength of 'wisdom' (Erikson, 1963a).   
Erikson (1963a, p. 269) explicates that trust, which is the result of the first 
developmental stage, becomes significant in this final stage of life, and says that "healthy 
children will not fear life if their elders have integrity enough not to fear death".  
Furthermore, Erikson (1963a) states that final integrity is achieved if individuals participate 
in, and become image bearers in religion and politics, in economic order and technology, the 
arts and sciences.   
 
Erikson's (1950) Theory of Psychosocial Development: A Critical Review 
By its very nature, a theory is intended to explain the unknown.  However, as human 
beings are complex, no psychological theory is able to explain the human race in its entirety 
(Anderson, 1981).  Although Erikson's (1950) theory has been widely accepted for its 
explanation of psychosocial development, and practitioners have found it useful in their work 
and adopted its constructs, Hook (2002) emphasises that there is a lack of explanation for the 
reason changes occur, and a distinct absence of solid evidence for the validity of the theory 
(Marcia, 2014; Rosenthal, Gurney & Moore, 1981).  Additionally, little empirical attention 
has been given to the operationalisation and measurement of the ego strengths (Ryff, 1982), 
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Table 2: Facets of Integrity and Wisdom in Old Age 
Conflict and Resolution Culmination in Old Age 
Infancy 
Basic trust vs. mistrust: Hope 
Appreciation of interdependence and relatedness. 
Toddlerhood 
Autonomy vs. shame: Will 
Acceptance of the cycle of life, from integration to 
disintegration. 
Early childhood 
Initiative vs. guilt: Purpose 
Humour, empathy, resilience 
School age 
Industry vs. inferiority: Competence 
Humility, acceptance of the course of one's life and 
unfulfilled hopes. 
Adolescence 
Identity vs. confusion: Fidelity 
Sense of complexity of life, merger of sensory, 
logical and aesthetic perception 
Early adulthood 
Intimacy vs. isolation: Love 
Sense of complexity of relationships, value of 
tenderness and loving freely. 
Middle adulthood 
Generativity vs. stagnation: Caring 
Caring for others, and empathy and concern 
Old age 
Integrity vs. despair: Wisdom 
Existential identity: A sense of integrity strong 
enough to withstand physical disintegration. 
Note: Adapted from Santrock, J.W. (2004). Life span development. (9th ed.).  
 
how they explain personality differences between individuals, how they emerge from the 
psychosocial stages, and how they impact individual personalities (Markstrom & Kalmanir, 
2002).   
Hook (2002) notes that Erikson's (1950) theory has been criticised for being biased 
towards males, without accounting for female development.  In 1968, Erikson asserted that 
males are more oriented towards career and ideological commitment, whereas females' 
identity development centres around marriage and childbearing.  Subsequent research done in 
the 1960s and 1970s proved these assertions, and found that vocational concerns were central 
to the identity of males, and affiliation, connection and relatedness to others were more 
important to the identity of females (Markstrom & Kalmanir, 2001; Santrock, 2004).  
However, over the past four decades, females have developed stronger vocational interests 
than during the time Erikson developed his theory, when women fulfilled more traditional 
gender roles.   
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Another criticism raised by Franz and White (1985) centres on the fact that Erikson's 
(1950) theory does not fully account for the development of intimacy or other expressions of 
interpersonal attachment.  They say a major shortcoming lies in the fact that the theory fails 
to adequately account for the processes of interpersonal attachment essential to the 
development of both males and females.  This argument was expanded by Freisinger (1990) 
who said that women's lives involve roles that are not so centrally tied to chronological age.  
Markstrom and Kalmanir (2001) question the sequence of identity and intimacy between the 
sexes.  In support of Erikson's (1950) theory, they highlight that empirical evidence appears 
to suggest that identity formation is a contributing factor to the establishment of intimacy in 
men, but that intimacy and identity are fused for some women, due to the value they place on 
relationships and emotional bonds.  
Hook (2002) also notes the cultural bias criticism against Erikson's (1950) theory, and 
stresses its focus on 'American', capitalistic values of independence, initiative and 
industriousness, which are applicable to individualistic societies only, instead of reflecting 
universal values which include those of collectivist societies.  On the other hand, Marcia 
(2014) believes that Erikson’s (1950) theory is cross-culturally relevant, due to the fact that 
humankind shares similar physiological developments and the stages of ego growth are based 
on this physiological progression. 
 
Conclusion 
Erikson’s contribution to the field of psychology is undisputed, despite the criticisms 
mentioned above.  Not only did he expand the psychoanalytic theory, but he contributed to 
our understanding of the development of personality over the entire life span, viewing 
individuals’ development within a biopsychosocial framework.  His work has set the stage for 
future research, specifically his focus on ego development and identity formation, which 
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continue to be of importance in the quest of understanding human behaviour.  The following 
chapter focuses on the methodology and design of the current research study.  
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CHAPTER 3 
RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 
“Whatever falls to our lot, may each of us play our part in the Grand Design with… unselfish 
courage” 
(Thatcher, 1949a) 
Chapter Preview 
This chapter serves to describe the primary aim, research design and method, 
preliminary methodological considerations, the choice and nature of the psychobiographical 
subject and sampling of this study.  Additionally, the research procedures were discussed, 
which included the data collection, data reduction, data extraction and data analysis 
approaches utilised.  In conclusion, the ethical considerations were briefly described. 
 
Primary Aim of the Research 
The primary aim of this study was to explore, describe and provide an in-depth 
understanding of the life of Margaret Thatcher in terms of Erikson's (1950) theory of 
Psychosocial Development.  A secondary objective was to clarify the applicability of the 
theoretical tenets of Erikson's (1950) theory by applying it to Thatcher's life.   
The results of this study were generalised to Thatcher's life, instead of the general 
population, a process known as analytical generalisation.  This process generally enables 
hypothesis testing and the refinement and development of theories (Yin, 2009).    
 
Research Design and Method 
Empirical research has an implicit research design, or 'blueprint', which is the logic 
that links the collected data with the research findings (Yin, 2009).  The purpose of the 
research and the orientation of the researcher determine whether the research design is 
43 
 
inflexible, thus incorporating a technical blueprint, or whether it is flexible, thus having a 
more pragmatic approach.  Most research usually falls between these two extremes (Terre 
Blanche, Durrheim, & Painter, 2006).   
The research design of this current study can be described as a strategic framework, 
where the research activity was guided by a specific plan.  Seven concepts informed this plan, 
and are described below, namely case study, psychobiographical, exploratory-descriptive, 
descriptive-dialogic, qualitative, idiographic-morphogenic and narrative.  
 
Case study.  The case study is a manner of conducting social science research (Yin, 
2009), and involves an in-depth study of a specific phenomenon within its real-life context.  
It is "the observation of a process, activity, event, programme or individual, bound within a 
specific time and setting" (De Vos, Strydom, Fouché, & Delport, 2008, p. 273).  Edwards 
(1998) states that the process of careful observation and description of individual cases is the 
foundation of knowledge in the human and social sciences.  
There is much debate regarding whether the case study is a formal research method or 
a specific research approach (Stroud, 2004; Yin, 2009).  Both Stroud (2004) and Yin (2009) 
state that case studies need to be defined according to the what (the unit of analysis), the how 
(the sources and methods of data collection and analysis) and the why (the interest or 
theoretical justifications).  The present research study allowed for a holistic description and 
exploration of Thatcher's real-life experiences when growing up and pursuing her political 
career.  Details of the what, the how, and the why regarding the current research were 
answered in the subsequent sections of this document.  
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Psychobiographical research.   
Description.  Psychobiographical research is a particular kind of case-based research.  
It is an established methodology and a speciality area which applies psychological theory and 
research tools to the intensive study of an individual person of historic significance 
(Ponterotto, 2014).  It aims to provide a systematic, in-depth exploration and description of a 
subject's life story within a specific socio-historical context, using a psychological frame of 
reference.  Such an integrated study of 'whole' and finished lives allows for the retention of 
the holistic and meaningful characteristics of real-life events (McAdams, 1988; Miles, 
Huberman & Saldaña, 2014; Yin, 2009), and, as a result of this, the individual's life is 
transformed into a coherent and illuminating story (McAdams, 2006).   
Van Niekerk (2007) suggests that psychobiographies have five universal 
characteristics, including (1) utilising qualitative data; (2) having a comprehensive approach 
in studying individuals’ life span; (3) identification of the subject’s name; (4) utilising data 
collected by other researchers such as biographers and historians; and (5) data collection is 
based on interest value and its historical and psychological significance, and not necessarily 
to solve a pre-set research problem per se.  
Runyan (1988, p. 296) defines psychobiography as “living in the worlds of both 
biography and psychology".  As suggested by the name, the term ‘psychobiography’ is a 
synthesis of two concepts: ‘psychology’ and ‘biography’, which is suggestive of its intrinsic, 
interdisciplinary approach.  Although for different purposes, both approaches are interested in 
the stories of individuals, and use similar, multiple sources of data.  In biography, the 
researcher interprets data about a person to discern, discover or formulate the central story of 
a person's life, whereas a psychobiographical researcher uses psychological theory to 
systematically and self-consciously discern the life story (McAdams & Ochberg, 1988), and 
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can therefore be regarded as "not only a way of doing biography; (but)... a way of doing 
psychology" (Elms, 1994, p. 5).   
 
Value of psychobiographical research.  Psychology as a scientific enterprise is 
unique; in contrast to other scientific disciplines, psychology studies real lives, and the latter, 
as foci of study, are not lived in the laboratory (Elms, 1994).  By studying real lives, controls 
similar to those in a laboratory cannot be put in place, and therefore requires that a unique 
methodology is put in place.  Psychobiographical research contributes to this field by 
imparting details of personal significance found in the lives of others, and providing a clearer 
understanding of the psychology of extraordinary individuals.   
The uniqueness of the individual case within the whole.  Studying individuals and 
patterns and processes of life span development is at the heart of psychology as a science.  
Psychobiographies assist researchers in tracing the development of personality, and assist 
them in gaining a deeper understanding of the uniqueness of the individual, which includes 
their evolvement and social context (Runyan, 2006; Schultz, 2005).  Köváry (2011) states 
that psychobiography can be regarded as an idiographic approach, thus gaining an in-depth 
understanding of the individual and the unique processes within.  Elms (1994) argues that the 
field of psychology has suffered as a result of studying the general instead of the specific, 
thus the nomothetic instead of the idiographic (this term has been changed to 
'morphonogenic' and will be further explored later in this chapter).  This perspective is shared 
by Gordon W. Allport (as cited in Runyan, 1983), pioneer of the idiographic approach in 
personality psychology, and leading personality researcher at Harvard University between 
1930 and 1967.   
The socio-historical context.  Psychobiographical research illustrates how, against the 
backdrop of a certain socio-historical context, the individual and the historical moment merge 
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and irrevocably affect each other (McAdams, 1988).  Psychobiographies provide a 
framework in which individuals' cultural, socio-economic beliefs and values can be 
understood (Fouché & van Niekerk, 2010).  The interactive relationship between individuals' 
perceptions and experiences of life and their socio-historical context and events provide 
evidence about how these individuals negotiate their identities, experiences and social roles 
(Goodson & Sikes, 2001). 
Process and pattern over time.  A psychobiography is a postdictive exercise (Elms, 
1994) and as such, provides psychobiographers with the opportunity to construct and process 
individuals' past experiences and behaviours in light of existing information.  By studying 
finished lives, psychobiographers are able to closely explore and discover themes and 
patterns across individuals' life span (Carlson, 1988), and provide clarification of previously 
unseen connections (Runyan, 1984).  By transposing details of Thatcher's life span 
development onto the theoretical concepts highlighted in Erikson's (1950) theory, themes and 
patterns relevant to Thatcher's development were identified, and will be described later in the 
present study.    
Subjective reality.  Through the use of a number of primary sources of information 
such as autobiographies, biographies, letters and interviews, the psychobiographer is able to 
enter the subjective world of the individual, and investigate their feelings and thoughts 
(Runyan, 1984).  Retelling the individual's life story in this way confronts the reader with the 
research subject's subjective perceptions and evokes a certain level of understanding 
(Goodson & Sikes, 2001).   
Theory testing and development.  Psychobiographies add to the further development 
and refinement of social science theories and constructs (Fouché & van Niekerk, 2010; 
Schultz, 2005).  Through a detailed exploration of the relationship between evidence of 
human experience, psychological theory and the explanation of individual lives, personality 
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theories can be tested (Runyan, 1988).  Additionally, apart from becoming a guideline for the 
collection of biographical data, psychobiographies can also operate as a conceptual model for 
the analysis, categorisation and comparison of data and the generalisation of findings of 
existing theories (Fouché & van Niekerk, 2010). 
Development of psychology as science.  Due to its focused emphasis on gaining an in-
depth understanding of exceptional individuals, psychobiographical research can successfully 
contribute to the knowledge-base of psychology, in understanding the development of 
exceptionally competent and extraordinary individuals.  This is of particular significance 
when viewed in light of the world-wide, positive psychology movement with its emphasis on 
studying the psychological strengths and healthy values that enhance human potential and 
wellbeing (Fouché & van Niekerk, 2010).  This focus could potentially provide invaluable 
information for individuals to fulfil their potential.  The converse can also be true, in that the 
study of the personal experience in psychobiographies can be relevant to understanding 
psychology but also other sciences, such as philosophy and statistics (Runyan, 2013). 
Additionally, Köváry (2011) states that psychobiographies are useful in exploring the 
psychology of creativity and personality in individuals, and therefore could be utilised as an 
instrument to train psychology students and prepare them for practical activities like 
psychotherapy or consultations.  With the application of psychobiography, students can 
increase their knowledge about human functioning and deepen their own self-awareness, 
since psychobiographies can be viewed as a practical realisation of hermeneutical dialogue, 
which could potentially lead to the understanding of the human mind. 
 
Exploratory-descriptive and descriptive-dialogic nature.  The utilisation of 
Erikson’s (1950) theory enabled a systematic analysis and rich description of Thatcher’s life 
and life span development against her socio-historical background, thus illustrating the 
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exploratory-descriptive nature of the study.  By analysing the findings of the research, the 
theoretical principles of the theory could be clarified.  This process, which involves 
establishing a dialogue between the exploratory-descriptive findings and the 
conceptualisation of theoretical tenets, is referred to as the descriptive-dialogic nature of the 
study (Stroud, 2004).  
 
Qualitative research.  Psychobiographical research is regarded as qualitative in 
nature, and is useful in exploring personality (Köváry, 2011).  There are different approaches 
and research genres in qualitative research, each with its own theoretical and methodological 
considerations (van Niekerk, 2007).  However, a common thread in al qualitative research is 
a discovery-oriented nature (McLeod, 1999), with a focus on ‘verstehen’, a German term 
which commonly translates into the intuitive method (Köváry, 2011) or intuitive 
understanding, rather than explaining.  It explores reality and meaning-making of facts, 
experiences or events from the subjective perspective of the subject, with researchers 
providing 'thick' (detailed) descriptions of these meanings (Terre Blanche et al., 2006) and 
presenting them in narrative form.  The concept of a 'thick description' will be further 
explored later in this chapter.  Language plays a prominent role in this meaning-making and 
description process (De Vos et al., 2008), with data being collected in the form of words - 
written or spoken language, or observations recorded in language (Terre Blanche et al., 
2006).  When comparing qualitative research with quantitative research, where the focus is 
on gaining numerical data, Miles et al. (2014, p. 4) state that "words... have a concrete, vivid, 
and meaningful flavor that often proves far more convincing to a reader... than pages of 
summarized numbers".  In this study, Thatcher's life story, reality, experiences, and meaning-
making processes were described to reconstruct and illuminate her life, using a range of 
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sources, such as autobiographies, transcripts of interviews and speeches, biographies, 
commentaries, and academic articles in order to provide a thick description.  
Qualitative designs such as psychobiographies are open, fluid and changeable, and are 
often critised for being non-scientific, flexible and pragmatic (Runyan, 1983; Terre Blanche 
et al., 2006).  Tracy (2010) acknowledges the cornucopia of concepts related to enhancing 
excellence in qualitative research, and describes eight key markers of high quality qualitative 
research, known as 'Eight "Big-Tent" Criteria'.  These eight criteria, including Tracy's 
suggested means, practices and methods to achieve high quality research, are listed in Table 
3, and were used in the overall consideration of ensuring research quality in the current study.  
 
Worthy topic.  This marker refers to a topic being relevant, timely, significant, 
interesting or evocative.  Writing a psychobiographical study on Thatcher met all these 
criteria.  Interest in the life of Thatcher continues to this day, with one of a two-part 
authorised biography being published after her death last year.  Thatcher was a historically 
significant political leader.  Not only was she the first female Prime Minister in Britain, but 
she was also the longest-serving female prime minister of the 20th century in the United 
Kingdom.  She implemented a number of controversial social and economic reforms that 
transformed post-War Britain.  Furthermore, a limited number of academic articles had been 
written on her life, and therefore additional research would add to the understanding of a 
politically influential individual.    
 
Rich rigour.  "High-quality qualitative research is marked by a rich complexity of 
abundance" (Tracey, 2010, p. 841).  Qualitative research provides rich descriptions and 
explanations, which are the results of having a variety of theoretical constructs, data sources, 
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Table 3: Eight "Big-Tent" Criteria for Excellent Qualitative Research 
Criteria for quality (end 
goal) 
Various means, practices, and methods through which to achieve 
Worthy topic The topic of the research is 
 Relevant 
 Timely 
 Significant 
 Interesting 
Rich rigor The study uses sufficient, abundant, appropriate, and complex 
 Theoretical constructs 
 Data and time in the field 
 Sample(s) 
 Context(s) 
 Data collection and analysis processes 
Sincerity The study is characterized by 
 Self-reflexivity about subjective values, biases, and inclinations 
of the researcher(s) 
 Transparency about the methods and challenges 
Credibility The research is marked by 
 Thick description, concrete detail, explication of tacit 
(nontextual) knowledge, and showing rather than telling 
 Triangulation or crystallization 
 Multivocality 
 Member reflections 
Resonance The research influences, affects, or moves particular readers or a variety 
of audiences through 
 Aesthetic, evocative representation 
 Naturalistic generalizations 
 Transferable findings 
Significant contribution The research provides a significant contribution 
 Conceptually/theoretically 
 Practically 
 Morally 
 Methodologically 
 Heuristically 
Ethical  The research considers 
 Procedural ethics (such as human subjects) 
 Situational and culturally specific ethics 
 Relational ethics 
 Exiting ethics (leaving the scene and sharing the research) 
Meaningful coherence The study 
 Achieves what it purports to be about 
 Uses methods and procedures that fit its stated goals 
 Meaningfully interconnects literature, research questions/foci, 
findings, and interpretations with each other 
Note: By Tracy, S.J. (2010). Qualitative quality: Eight "big-tent" criteria for excellent 
qualitative research. Qualitative enquiry, 16(10), p. 840. 
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contexts, data collection and analysis processes, which, when applied, enable the researcher 
to see and record the nuances and complexity of the research subject (Tracy, 2010).  
According to Tracy (2010), rich rigour provides face validity to a study, thus whether the 
study appears to be reasonable and appropriate, and is judged by the care and practice of data 
collection and analysis.  These aspects will be discussed in more detail later in this chapter.  
 
Sincerity.  This marker refers to the notions of authenticity and genuineness, and is 
marked by honesty and transparency about researcher biases, goals and methods followed 
(Tracy, 2010).  Through introspection and self-reflexivity in the form of diary-keeping, the 
researcher was able to honestly reflect on and be transparent about her biases, goals and 
methods followed, which contributed to the authenticity of the current study.   
 
Credibility.  This marker is an imperative factor in any research study, and is marked 
by thick description, data triangulation, multivocality and reflections (Tracy, 2010).  A thick 
description embodies an in-depth illustration of culturally situated meanings (Tracy, 2010), 
and is arrived at through the exploration of the reality and meaning-making of the subjective 
perspective of the subject.  Tracy (2010) argues that thick description is one of the most 
important means for achieving credibility, and is one of the key elements of qualitative 
research.  Data from both primary (generated by the research subject, also known as first-
person) and secondary (comments on the research subject, also known as third-person) 
sources were used during the data collection process.   
Data triangulation is the process of studying and comparing data from multiple 
perspectives by using two or more sources.  This process is an imperative part of the data 
collection process, particularly when considering data from secondary sources, as the 
information contained in these documents has already been interpreted by a third party, and 
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therefore could be distorted by the prejudices of the author (Köváry, 2011).  The aim of 
triangulation is the provision of mutual confirmation of data before research findings are 
formulated.  Although triangulation does not necessarily result in improved accuracy of 
findings, using multiple data sources deepens understanding and encourages consistent 
interpretation (Tracy, 2010).   
Tracy (2010) acknowledges the interaction between the researcher and the research 
subject and data when highlighting the markers of multivocality and reflections.  The 
researcher has a continued 'narrative' with the self in the process of meaning-making of the 
data (Mizzi, 2010).  Through diary-keeping, the researcher ensured multivocality and 
reflection, thus letting the data 'talk' to her.  According to Tracy (2010, p. 844), "multivocality 
emerges, in part, from the verstehen practice" of analysing data from the research subject's 
point of view.  
 
Resonance.  This marker refers to the way the research influences, affects and moves 
its readers, in terms of aesthetic or evocative representation.  Tracy (2010) suggests that 
qualitative research should resonate with the reader through its naturalistic generalisations 
and transferable findings.  The transferability of the findings of the current study was 
emphasised by clarifying the theoretical tenets of Erikson's (1950) theory through its 
application to Thatcher's life.       
 
Significant contribution.  This marker has specific reference to the conceptual and/or 
theoretical, practical, moral, methodological or heuristic contribution to quality in research.  
The current research explored and described the developmental life stages of Thatcher, and 
focused on verstehen: understanding Thatcher’s life holistically through the application of 
Erikson's (1950) theory of Psychosocial Development.  Additionally, apart from informally 
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evaluating the concepts from the aforementioned theory, a thick description has also been 
provided.    
 
Ethics.  This marker is important when considering procedures, the human research 
subject, situational and culture-specific ethics, relational and exiting ethics and leaving the 
scene and sharing the research.  Ethical considerations were expanded on later in this chapter. 
 
Meaningful coherence.  This marker is achieved when the research objectives are 
met, the methods and procedures fit the stated goals and a meaningful connection is made 
between the focus of the research, the literature utilised and the interpretations and findings 
of the research.  This marker will be explored in the final two chapters of the research study.  
 
Idiographic-morphogenic.  Allport (as cited in Runyan, 1983), explained the need 
for understanding human beings in general and in the particular, highlighting the nomothetic-
idiographic dichotomy which exists in psychology as science, and promulgating the need for 
both approaches in psychology as a discipline.  The idiographic approach entails gaining an 
in-depth understanding of the individual and the processes within; whereas the nomothetic 
approach entails the identification of general and universal laws of human behaviour or broad 
generalisations about all human beings (Köváry, 2011).  In his later work, Allport (as cited in 
Runyan, 1983) replaced the term 'idiographic' with 'morphogenic', which refers to the 
individuality of the person within their particular socio-historical context.  
Psychobiographical research is an idiographic approach in personality psychology (Köváry, 
2011).  By following the idiographic-morphogenic research approach in the present research 
study, Thatcher's life could be described holistically, rather than as a sequence of isolated 
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events (Elms, 1994), whilst focusing on her individuality and her unique circumstances 
within her socio-historical context (Fouché & van Niekerk, 2010).  
 
Narrative.  Allport (in Köváry, 2011) asserts that life story is the only dimension that 
uncovers a person's individuality, commonly referred to as human personality.  In 
personology, individual differences between people are explored.  According to Schultz 
(2005), contemporary psychobiography has personology as the most important theoretical 
and methodological basis, and therefore concepts of modern personology should be applied 
to this.  By focusing on Thatcher's life story, the narrative aspect of this research was 
highlighted and her individuality brought to light.  The present research study focused on her 
lifelong psychosocial development, providing details of her childhood, her family life, her 
political career and her retirement onwards.  
The current research design incorporated a qualitative, psychobiographical case study, 
exploratory-descriptive and descriptive-dialogic in nature, using narrative to provide an 
idiographic-morphogenic strategy to describe Thatcher's life.  
 
Psychobiographical Subject 
Psychobiographies commonly focus on the lives of unusual individuals (Howe, 1997).  
To that end, psychobiographical subjects are regarded as real phenomena to be explored 
(Schultz, 2005), and their uniqueness and idiosyncrasies to be understood within their 
specific socio-historical context (Stroud, 2004).   
Köváry (2011) states that the identification of a subject is the first step in 
psychobiographical research.  He proposes that this is not an objective and rational decision, 
but rather, in the words of Elms (1994, p. 19), “the subject choose(s) you”.  Köváry (2011) 
suggests that an empathic relationship develops between the researcher and the subject, 
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which aids 'listening', thus getting to know the subject and discerning salient information.  He 
(2011) advocates the avoidance of excessive subjectivity by choosing a subject that is not too 
loveable, nor has the potential to cause idealisation, or be a deterrent.   
Elms (1994) advises that it is best for the researcher to start from a point of benign 
ambivalence towards the research subject, and remain cognisant of countertransference 
reactions which could unconsciously have an emotional impact when exploring data.  This 
point is elucidated by Willig (in Köváry, 2011), who explains that the researcher's personal 
motivations should be clarified through personal reflexivity, including thoughts on the ways 
through which research is shaped through its aims, and the researcher's personal values, 
experiences, interests, beliefs and political commitments.  
In this psychobiographical case study, Thatcher was identified as single, primary 
research subject.  Her entire life span development was explored through the use of 
biographical and autobiographical data documenting her original thinking and productivity.  
 
Sampling 
Thatcher was deliberately and purposefully selected as a psychobiographical subject 
through a process of purposive sampling, and was chosen based on interest value, the 
significance of her life, and her uniqueness.  The following specific factors sparked an 
interest in Thatcher as research subject: 
a. She has been the only female to have held the office of British Prime Minister; 
b. She has been the longest-serving Prime Minister of the 20th century in the United 
Kingdom; 
c. Globally recognised, she was a controversial public figure and leader who divided 
opinion; 
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d. She has written two autobiographies and oversaw an authorised biography by a 
journalist, Charles Moore, which was published immediately after her demise (Moore, 2013); 
e. Currently there is only one published psychobiographical interpretation on Thatcher 
available in the public domain, which was written by rival politician, Leo Abse (1989), 
Welsh Labour MP and backbencher.  Abse utilised a psychoanalytic theoretical framework 
for this work, which had been criticised for its bias and rival political agenda, rather than its 
psychological significance; 
f. Much has been written about Thatcher, but none of the existing literature adopts a 
specific, unbiased, in-depth psychological focus; 
g. Her life appeared to have theoretical significance and applicability to Erikson's 
(1950) theory of Psychosocial Development.   
 
Research Procedure and Data Collection 
Miles et al. (2014) state that qualitative data provide well-grounded, rich descriptions 
and explanations of human processes and people's lived experiences, and is fundamentally 
well-suited for discerning the meanings people place on events and experiences, and 
connecting these meanings to the social world around them.  Qualitative data also carry with 
it the intentions, meanings and consequences of people's actions (Miles et al., 2014).   
In psychobiographical research, the researcher collects data that are available in the 
public domain, and, as the data relate to a deceased person, the evaluation of the results is 
made easier (Köváry, 2011).  The researcher systematically gathers a range of data from 
several information sources that would enable an in-depth study of the life of a single case or 
person, contextualise the information, and draw meaningful conclusions (Edwards, 1998).  
Yin (2009) emphasises three important principles of data collection in case studies, which 
assist in establishing construct validity and the reliability of the research.  These principles 
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include the use of multiple sources, the creation of a case study database to enable peers to 
follow and corroborate the data, and finally, maintaining a chain of evidence, which would 
allow for the review and replication of the study.  Employing these principles assisted in the 
establishment of both the construct validity and the reliability of the research.   
 
Using multiple sources.  As a way to holistically analyse and develop a well-rounded 
view of Thatcher as a research subject, a thorough investigation and extensive literature 
search of all available personal data was undertaken.  Data were collected from multiple 
primary and secondary sources.  Primary sources included two autobiographies, transcripts of 
interviews and speeches; whilst secondary sources included biographies, commentaries, and 
academic articles.  Using multiple sources of information allow for a broader range of 
historical information and behavioural issues to be examined, including converging lines of 
enquiry (Yin, 2009).  These documents facilitated the data triangulation process and 
confirmed evidence, thus minimising the potential impact of author bias in the study.  
 
The creation of a case study database to enable peers to follow and corroborate 
the data.  Data regarding Thatcher's life were collected and collated according to the stages 
of development as per Erikson’s (1950) theory, using a data analysis grid (see Appendix B). 
 
Maintaining a chain of evidence to allow for the review and replication of the 
study.  Care was taken in documenting the links drawn between the collected data and the 
conclusions made.  This was done by appropriately cross-referencing the documents utilised 
for data gathering, and data analysis, and through the careful referencing of the sources used 
for conclusion-drawing.   
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The data for this present research study were collected from the internet, the 
information-system services at the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University library, as well 
as private libraries. 
 
Data Reduction, Extraction and Analysis 
Data reduction is the process whereby data are reduced by the researcher in an 
anticipatory way (Stroud, 2004) and takes place continuously throughout the course of the 
research.  Initial data reduction commences during the decision-making phase of the study 
and continues through the formulation of a research question, and the process of sampling 
(Muller, 2010).  As data are gathered, information is condensed into manageable units and 
analysed, which enables theme clustering and hypotheses-formulation.  
With the overabundance of surplus data, psychobiographers are required to extract 
and order the data in ways that would reveal the information contained therein (Alexander, 
1988).  Yin (2009) describes the data analysis process as consisting of examining, extracting, 
categorising, tabulating and testing data and recombining evidence.  In psychobiographical 
research, biographical data are often organised through reducing it into core identifying units, 
also known as themes, to make it more accessible and understandable.  According to 
McAdams (1988), these units ultimately reveal ‘scripts’ from a person’s life story and 
provide a view of how the individual constructs their world.   
Irving Alexander (1988) delineates a general strategy for researchers to organise, 
extract, select and analyse a person's biographic material, which assists them in gaining an 
understanding of the uniqueness of the individual.  He draws attention to the importance of 
identifying peculiarity in an individual by comparing this to the process of studying a 
person's face, and focusing on its distinctive features.  Although all faces and bodies 
essentially have the same constructive elements geared to performing the same functions, the 
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face can be distinguished in its own right due to its distinctively unique characteristics 
(Alexander, 1988).  This body/face metaphor underlines the importance in psychology of 
following both the nomothetic and the idiographic-morphogenic approaches, in identifying 
shared characteristics, but also those characteristics specific to the individual within a specific 
context, which make them unique.   
Alexander (1988) suggests two methods of approaching personal data in the 
assessment of personality, which can be applied to distinguish both general and unique data 
pertaining to an individual.  Through the extraction of data, core identifying units of 
personality can be identified.  The two methods include letting the data reveal itself, and 
asking the data questions.    
By employing these methods when exploring Thatcher's life, the researcher was able 
to distinguish themes and significant data to meet the aims of the research.  It also revealed 
which information could be set aside and ignored, and which aspects required further 
investigation.  This information will be explored and discussed in Chapters four and five. 
 
Letting the data reveal itself.  Alexander's (1988) first method of data analysis 
entails applying specific rules, referred to as nine principle identifiers of data salience, to raw 
data, in order to identify the specific information that requires additional scrutiny.  The nine 
principles are described below. 
 
Primacy.  This principle refers to that which comes first.  In human customs, 'first' is 
frequently associated with importance, and, when referring to ego or personality 
development, first or primary experiences often serve as the foundation upon which all other 
structures and experiences are built (Alexander, 1988).  Similarly, 'first' is also associated 
with 'the key' to understanding that which follows, such as a person's attitudes, convictions, 
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language and behaviour.  In psychological theory, the concept of primacy is upheld when 
considering personality development.   
Additionally, the information offered first in any text, is regarded as that which is 
most important to the writer.  The opening remarks, whether recalling early memories or 
relaying experiences, are thus worthy of special attention (Elms, 1994).  
 
Frequency.  This principle refers to the repetition of occurrences and information.  If 
someone repeatedly imparts the same message about the self, without a sense of monotony, 
which may decrease awareness and perceived importance, it is indicative of its increased 
significance (Alexander, 1988).  Most often, frequent mention of a specific message would 
draw attention to the information being offered and confirm its importance, although the 
importance assigned to it may be complex, such as the expression of conscious or less 
conscious value schemas (Alexander, 1988).  The concept of frequency is underlined by 
Köváry (2011), who warns that using 'single cues' is a basic mistake in psychobiographical 
research. 
 
Uniqueness.  This principle refers to that which is distinct, unusual, singular or odd to 
a specific individual (Elms, 1994).  It is possible that the concept of uniqueness could be 
regarded as contradictory to frequency, which was discussed earlier, whilst in effect it draws 
attention to  information offered by a person which is singular, unusual or abnormal and 
therefore worthy of closer attention.  This uniqueness can be evident from a departure in the 
individual’s generally accepted language, content of expressions and unexpected outcomes of 
events without specific reasons offered for this difference.  Imperative to using this salience 
indicator is a familiarity with the individual’s normative assumptions and the nomothetic 
baselines in terms of general cultural expectations (Alexander, 1988).    
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Negation.  This principle refers to specific information that is denied or turned into its 
opposite when explained.  Freud elucidates this in terms of a person repressing unconscious 
material but when it comes to the surface, disguises it as being unlikely or impossible 
(Alexander, 1988).   
 
Emphasis.  This principle refers to that which is highlighted and accented by the 
individual, or that which is noticeably underscored.  Alexander (1988) states that emphasis 
can be classified as either overemphasised (giving much attention to that which seems 
commonplace), underemphasised (giving little attention to that which seems important) or 
misplaced emphasis (stretching means-end credibility, thus emphasising that which is 
unexpected for the specific means used).   
 
Omission.  This principle refers to that which is left out or missing from the 
completed picture when describing and considering an individual's life span, based on 
information implied by the individual, or that which could be logically or culturally expected 
to be the norm (Alexander, 1988).  Alexander (1988) states that attention to affect is often 
omitted, whilst attention is given to cognitions, actions or events.   
 
Error of distortion.  This principle, especially factual error, refers to the presence of 
mistakes in data relating to time, place, person or misquotation (Alexander, 1988).  It can be 
argued that the distorted information, whether being offered consciously or less consciously, 
for example, the well-known concept of 'Freudian slip', provides information such as hidden 
motives or conflicts (Schultz, 2005) and, as such, becomes a marker for further investigation 
(Alexander, 1988; Elms, 1994).  
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Isolation.  This principle refers to that which breaks the logical flow of an argument 
or description.  Alexander (1988) describes this as information that appears irrelevant or does 
not fit in a specific context, or stands out in terms of what precedes or follows.  The 
information that stands alone, is the information that stands out, and requires further 
exploration (Alexander, 1988).  
 
Incompletion.  This principle refers to that which is left out or not finished, causing 
the story to end in an unsatisfying way or not reaching closure (Alexander, 1988).  This could 
occur by either changing the subject (subtly or not) and therefore introducing a subject and 
unduly terminating it without closure.  As the outcome lacks explanation, missing 
information appears to increase in significance, requiring further exploration.  
These markers suggested by Alexander (1988) help the researcher sort and reduce the 
initial data into manageable, salient units, where 'units' refer to a number of consecutive 
sentences forming an entity, or mini-stories, through shared content.  These mini-stories are 
used to 'ask the data a question', which is the second method of data analysis suggested by 
Alexander (1988).  Through the analysis of data, the researcher is able to discern what the 
individual is trying to communicate about themselves and their understanding and 
construction of the world, enabling theme-clustering and hypotheses-formulation.  
 
Asking the data questions.  Alexander's (1988) second method of data analysis 
assists in the extraction and systematic categorisation of information into themes of 
personality development.  This process allowed for a dialogue between the data extracted and 
Erikson's (1950) theory, and thus the descriptive-dialogic nature of the study, as well as 
analytic generalisation, which is the purpose of the study.  Additionally, the process permitted 
data reduction, theme identification and clustering, and hypothesis-deduction.  
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As a plethora of information exists on Thatcher, data relevant to the current study had 
to be consolidated.  This task was initially approached by asking the following two questions: 
'How is psychosocial development conceptualised in this study?' and 'How will a dialogue be 
created between the extracted data and the content of the integrated theories?'.  For the former 
question, Thatcher's psychosocial development across her life span was conceptualised 
according to the theoretical concepts in Erikson's (1950) theory.  This theory addresses the 
individual's intra- and interpersonal psychosocial development from which the life of 
Thatcher could be explored and described.  The findings of this are described in Chapter 4.  
Additionally, for the latter question, the extracted data was critically used to clarify the 
theoretical tenets of Erikson's (1950) theory by applying it to Thatcher's life.   
 
Conceptual Framework 
Developing a conceptual or descriptive framework entails the organisation and 
integration of collected data by using a conceptual matrix (refer to Appendix B), which 
allows for details of Thatcher’s life stage development to be presented in terms of the eight 
stages proposed by Erikson’s (1950) theory, but also incorporates the larger socio-historical 
context. 
 
Preliminary Methodological Considerations 
Psychobiography is often marked by controversy over its methods, abuses, and 
accomplishments.  In an effort to ensure the quality of research, and allay some of the fears 
associated with this genre, a number of preliminary methodological considerations were put 
in place at the outset of this study.  
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Analysing an absent subject.  The information left by the subjects of the 
psychobiographical study may be indirect and scant, and therefore the interpretation of the 
available information may be the product of chance, instead of those of their living psyche.  
Additionally, there could be insufficient evidence or the wrong kind of evidence; written 
information often relies on “speculative clinical interpretation of known biographical facts” 
(McAdams & Ochberg, 1988, p. 76).  Anderson (1981) states that psychobiographies cannot 
reveal the inner essence of these individuals.  However, with the development of the internet 
and the subsequent variety of available information, psychobiographers are able to access 
information about the entirety of the subject's lived life.  
Although psychobiographies on political figures are similar to those written about 
other leading figures in the public domain, the researcher's task is made difficult due to 
politicians' skilful impression management (Schultz, 2005).  Successful politicians are 
unlikely to portray their personalities and personal histories faithfully, and they often 
deliberately misrepresent their motives and monitor their public image as a way to secure 
their career (Schultz, 2005).   
 
Researcher bias.  An in-depth study of an individual's life may lead to the researcher 
experiencing a personal and subjective reaction towards the research subject, either by 
idealising, empathising or degrading the subject (Alexander, 1988).  Moreover, there is a 
possibility that psychobiographers might experience countertransference (Stroud, 2004) in 
transferring their familiar views of others to the research subject.  Although 
countertransference is inevitable, and no text can ever be interpreted without any form of 
bias, as each individual interprets reality in their own personal way, a variety of mechanisms 
were put in place to manage researcher bias, including keeping a research journal for 
reflexive analysis, making use of data triangulation, and the monitoring process of research 
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supervision relating to the interpretation of findings.  These measures allowed for a healthy 
balance between empathy, subjectivity and objectivity on the researcher's part. 
 
Reductionism.  Köváry (2011) argues that the dangers of reductionism lie in the 
reconstructions of early childhood events or the overemphasis on infancy at the cost of later 
life events.  Schultz (2005, p. 10) supports this view, naming this strategy as 
“psychobiography by diagnosis” or “pathography”, and explains that adult character and 
behaviour cannot exclusively be explained by early childhood experience whilst neglecting 
later formative influences and processes.  Additionally, Schultz (2005) elucidates that 
childhood is not the only key to personality development, nor are any single events, though 
potent in character.  Moreover, Runyan (2006, 2013) states that psychological factors are 
often overemphasised at the expense of external social and historical factors - 
psychobiographies should therefore take into consideration the individual’s complex social, 
historical and cultural context.  Runyan (1988) explains that reductionism can be avoided and 
minimised by using multiple sources of data, and avoiding excessive psychological jargon.  
Furthermore, Howe (1997) warns against a simplistic approach, and clarifies the importance 
of viewing the research subjects within their socio-historic context.   
In order to prevent an oversimplification of Thatcher’s life and ignoring her social and 
historical context, an extensive literature study was undertaken that included psychological 
material, and information about Thatcher’s socio-political context, which was of particular 
importance for her development as a politician.   
 
Cross-cultural differences.  A psychobiography is a form of cross-cultural research 
(Anderson, 1981), and psychobiographers are required to be culturally sensitive to the 
influences that the research subject has had to face, such as religious, historical, cultural, 
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moral, economic, social, and political factors.  For this purpose, in-depth historical research is 
required.    
Thatcher was born in rural England, before World War II, and therefore grew up in a 
different socio-political, economic and cultural period to that of the researcher.  Extensive 
reading was required in an effort to become more culturally sensitive to her specific context, 
such as documents available on the Margaret Thatcher Foundation website, books on 
Winston Churchill, internet articles about the history of Grantham, World War II, the British 
culture and past and present newspapers available online.   
 
Validity and reliability.  One of the main criticisms against psychobiographical 
research is that it is too subjective to be described as a scientific method.  As 
psychobiographies are qualitative studies, validity and reliability are often difficult to 
demonstrate.  The research genre has been criticised for its reliance on interpretation, the 
‘lack of controls’, and the difficulty involved in generalisation (Runyan, 1988).  Yin (2009) 
lists construct validity, internal validity, external validity and reliability as requirements for 
assessing the quality of a research design, with 'trustworthiness' being added by Lincoln and 
Guba (1985).  A description of each criterion is provided below, including strategies and 
precautions to meet each. 
 
 Construct validity.  This criterion refers to distinguishing the correct operational 
measures for the concepts to be studied (Yin, 2009).  This process involves the careful 
selection and conceptualisation of the relevant variables of the study relating to the original 
objectives of the study (Yin, 2009).  Erikson’s (1950) theory of Psychosocial Development 
was particularly helpful in this process, as the theory clearly specifies psychosocial gains in 
each developmental stage.   
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Internal validity.  This criterion refers to establishing the causal relationship within 
factors, with a specific concern about the quality of arguments and making inferences without 
having sufficient evidence (Yin, 2009).  Runyan (1988) states that one of the criticisms 
against psychobiographical interpretations is that they are often based on inadequate 
evidence.  To enhance the internal validity of the current study, data triangulation was 
utilised.  Using a number of sources enhances the internal validity and overall quality of the 
study and produces a different type of knowledge (Hamel, Dufour & Fortin, 1993).   
 
External validity.  This criterion refers to the establishment of domains to which the 
research findings can be generalised, thereby extending the findings beyond the current 
research study.  The results of this psychobiographical research study were used for analytical 
generalisation with regards to Erikson's (1950) theory.   
 
Reliability.  Reliability in research refers to the extent to which the research yields the 
same results when the study is replicated.  According to Yin (2009), the goal of reliability is 
the minimisation of errors and biases, and suggests that a solution to the problem of proving 
reliability is the careful documentation of data collection and data analysis, using a variety of 
sources.  In the current study, reliability of the data was ensured through the utilisation of a 
variety of sources, allowing for data triangulation and cross-referencing. 
 
Trustworthiness.  Guba and Lincoln (1985) state that the trustworthiness of a given 
study comprises of four aspects, namely credibility, transferability, dependability and 
conformability.   
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Credibility refers to having confidence in the 'truth' of the findings.  In the present 
study, this was done through using multiple sources, including primary and secondary 
sources, for data triangulation purposes. 
Transferability refers to the extent to which the findings of the study can be applied to 
other contexts.  However, as mentioned previously, the psychobiographical approach 
provides an understanding of the individual, and highlights their circumstances as unique 
within their context, instead of generalising it to the general population (Fouché & van 
Niekerk, 2010).  The present study did not aim to generalise the findings to the general 
population, but rather focused on exploring and describing Thatcher's life span development. 
Dependability refers to the repeatability of findings.  The researcher used primary and 
secondary sources available in the public domain to inform the findings of the research study, 
and transposed these details onto the theory of Erikson (1950). 
Conformability refers to researcher neutrality or the extent to which the documents 
that are used, shape the findings of the study, instead of researcher bias, motivation or 
interest.  Lincoln and Guba (1985) note that it is difficult to ensure conformability within 
qualitative studies; however, regular research supervision ensured an optimal level of 
conformability in the present study.   
 
Easy genre and elitism.  Psychobiography has often been criticised for being too 
easy, but Runyan (2006, 2013) argues against this critique by stating that the heart of this 
genre is that of understanding the research subject, which entails exploring the complexities 
and individual characteristics of the individual extensively, and that this process requires 
good literary skill.  Regarding the elitism critique, development in this field has seen a focus 
on a range of individuals from different socio-economic and professional backgrounds, with 
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some of the distinctive features including personal characteristics and contribution, whether 
negative or positive.    
 
Infinite amount of biographical data.  Most often there is an infinite amount of 
biographical data available on psychobiographical research subjects (McAdams, 1994).  The 
researcher has the responsibility to organise and analyse the data in order to make sense of it 
and build a comprehensive picture of such an individual's life.  As discussed earlier in this 
chapter, Alexander's (1988) methods of organising the data were employed in the current 
study.   
 
Inflated expectations.  Anderson (1981) states that psychobiographies do not attempt 
to rewrite history, but rather provide current and alternative ways of looking at the research 
subject’s life through the use of a particular psychological theory.  The current study aimed to 
explore and describe Thatcher’s psychosocial development, and did not claim to provide a 
complete psychological insight into her life, but instead provided additional understanding to 
existing knowledge.  
 
Ethical Considerations 
Ethical guidelines relating to psychobiographical research are limited (Elms, 1994), or 
in need of an update, as the guidelines set out by the Health Professions Council South Africa 
(HPCSA) have been published in 2008.  However, a few general guidelines are to be 
followed, such as respecting the research subject’s privacy, conducting research on deceased 
persons with no close surviving relatives, considering all parties who could be harmed or 
suffer embarrassment as a result of the outcome of the research, permission to be gained for 
the research, and treating the data with respect (Elms, 1994; Runyan, 1984).   
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Thatcher passed away in 2013, but still has living relatives.  In an effort to adhere to 
the suggested ethical guidelines, the researcher requested formal consent for this study from 
the Margaret Thatcher Foundation, a copy of which is included as Appendix C.  As Thatcher 
was a high profile, well-known political leader, much information about her exists in the 
public domain, thus only published data were utilised in this study, whilst taking special care 
to treat the data with sensitivity, dignity and respect, with all sources being acknowledged 
and appropriately referenced.   
 
Conclusion 
This chapter highlighted the research design and methodology utilised in the present 
study by describing the choice and nature of the psychobiographical subject, research aims, 
procedures, markers of quality in qualitative research, and the data collection, data reduction 
and data analysis procedures.  Preliminary methodological and ethical considerations relating 
to psychobiographical research have also been explored.  The following chapters endeavour 
to present a discussion of the theoretical constructs relating to Erikson's (1950) theory of 
Psychosocial Development, and illuminate the findings when integrating Thatcher's life 
history in terms of the psychosocial stages described in the theory. 
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CHAPTER 4 
FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
“I am staying my own sweet reasonable self, founded on very strong convictions which were 
a combination of reason and emotion” 
(Thatcher, 1989) 
Chapter Preview 
The personality development of Margaret Thatcher is discussed in this chapter, using 
the core tenets of Erikson's (1950) theory of Psychosocial Development.  A brief discussion 
of the significance of the life history context is provided at the beginning, followed by a 
conceptualisation of the presentation and findings.  A historical overview of Thatcher's life is 
then transposed onto the developmental stages as stipulated in Erikson's (1950) theory, 
expounding the respective crises and psychosocial virtues as evident in Thatcher's life.   
 
Significance of the Life History Context 
Margaret Thatcher died on April 8, 2013 after suffering a number of age- and health-
related setbacks, including minor strokes and dementia.  The physical frailty of the 'Iron 
Lady' was highlighted by her death, but so too was her physical isolation - she died alone in a 
hotel suite at the Ritz in London, with only care and hotel staff around her.  Charles Moore 
(2013), Thatcher's authorised biographer, describes her life as one where there was no space 
for self-examination, due to her lifelong, semi-religious focus on work and achieving her 
personal goals.  It is therefore poignant that this current research study focuses on pausing, 
and exploring and describing Thatcher's life within a specific socio-historical context.   
Written information about leading figures often relies on “speculative clinical 
interpretation of known biographical facts” (McAdams & Ochberg, 1988, p. 76).  Many 
writers have reported on the work of Thatcher, her political and economic reforms, but no 
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comprehensive, unbiased, psychobiography has yet been published to illuminate her life.  
Thatcher disliked personal disclosure, and Moore (2013, p. xii) states that she was "someone 
who did not think autobiographically", therefore a comprehensive overview of her life story 
in terms of psychological theory would contribute to the reader's understanding of Thatcher 
as a person.  This is in keeping with the aim of the research study in setting out to explore and 
describe the life of Thatcher.   
Elms (1994) stipulates that the research subject can only be understood within their 
specific socio-historical context.  To that end, using Erikson's (1950) theory of Psychosocial 
Development, which focuses on the biological, psychological and social factors which play 
an active role in the development of the individual, can meaningfully contribute to the 
reader's understanding and uncovering of Thatcher's life narrative and life span development. 
The following sections of the chapter will focus on providing salient details about 
Thatcher's life narrative, followed by a discussion on how Thatcher's life and the core tenets 
of Erikson's (1950) theory intersect within the bigger biopsychosocial context in which she 
lived.  
 
Conceptualisation of the Presentation and Discussion of Findings  
According to Erikson's (1950) theory of Psychosocial Development, human beings 
are biological, psychological and social beings, who are shaped and influenced by a number 
of interactive forces from within and without (Corey, 2009).  Erikson (1950) asserts that the 
development of individuals occurs according to eight stages, each of which requires that 
individuals solve a central crisis which consists of two forces, and then to negotiate a unique, 
psychosocial developmental task appropriate for that stage of development.  The successful 
navigation of the crisis requires a favourable balance between the two forces, resulting in the 
individual gaining a specific ego strength or virtue, which is fundamental to, and guides the 
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next stage (Erikson, 1968).  Progressive resolution of these conflicts lead to personal growth 
and development, and individuals are able to move to the next stage (Freisinger, 1990).  If 
these forces are not successfully reconciled, individuals gain a developmental deficit instead, 
and maladaptions or malignancies follow, which will be evident in their interaction, and will 
impact their later development (Erikson, 1968).  Of note, is the possibility of having to face 
the same tasks in successive stages of development, which could have a positive or negative 
outcome (Santrock, 2006).   
For the present study, Erikson's (1950) theory was used to provide a holistic and 
integrated view of Thatcher's life span development over eight stages in total.  Table 4 
provides a view of how Thatcher’s life story was transposed onto this theoretical framework.   
 
Table 4: Thatcher’s life story transposed onto the theoretical framework 
Pre-school Years Stage I: Trust versus mistrust (birth -18 months) 
Stage II: Autonomy versus shame and doubt (18 months-3 years) 
Primary School 
Years 
Stage III: Initiative versus guilt (3-5 years) 
Stage IV: Industry versus inferiority (5-13 years) 
Secondary School 
Years 
Stage V: Ego-identity versus role-confusion (13-21 years) 
Oxford Years Stage V: Ego-identity versus role-confusion (13-21 years) 
Stage VI: Intimacy versus isolation (young adulthood, 21-40 years) 
Early Political 
Career and Prime 
Minister Years 
Stage VII: Generativity versus self-absorption (40-60 years) 
 
Post-Prime 
Minister Years, 
Pre-retirement, 
and Retirement 
Stage VIII: Integrity versus despair (60 years - death) 
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The remainder of the chapter is divided into the eight stages as proposed by Erikson 
(1950), wherein a summary of the theoretical tenets for each stage is provided, followed by 
the life story of Thatcher (presented in a continuous form) as it occurred during that specific 
stage, and finally, a discussion in terms of Thatcher's experiences of developmental 
opportunities, maladaptations, malignancies and psychosocial virtues.   
 
Pre-school Years  
Stage I: Basic trust versus mistrust (birth - 18 months). 
"It's not where a person comes from that counts, but where he can get to"  
(Thatcher, 1995) 
Summary of theoretical tenets. 
During this development stage, infants experience conflict between a basic trust and a 
basic mistrust of the self, others and the environment.  A healthy resolution of this conflict 
leads to the ego strength or virtue of 'hope'.  With many psychological activities commencing 
during infancy and infants' extreme physical and emotional dependence on adults, this stage 
is regarded as critical for the infant's healthy development.  The main developmental task of 
the infant during this stage is the development of trust, without completely eliminating the 
capacity for mistrust.  The development of trust is attributed to responsive parenting.  When 
infants are assured that their emotional and physical needs will be met, trust emerges, 
assisting them in becoming self-confident enough to explore the environment, which is 
imperative for future development, interpersonal relations and social roles.  The ego strength 
of 'hope' arises from experiencing more trust than mistrust in infancy. 
The likely result of unreliable and inadequate parental care is the development of 
mistrust, which could result in malignant, self-protective behaviours such as withdrawal, 
apprehension, suspicion, a lack of risk-taking behaviour and exploration of the environment  
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Figure 2: Alfred Roberts's grocer store, and Thatcher's birthplace in the flat above (Allan, 
2013). 
 
 
(Hamacheck, 1988).  Consequently, the infant is likely to have future problems trusting the 
self, maintaining meaningful interpersonal relationships and seeing the world as an unsafe 
place.  Conversely, overprotection or over-indulgence of the infant could result in 'sensory 
distortion' that would lead to the development of too much trust and having unrealistic 
expectations of others (Hamacheck, 1988).   
 
Thatcher’s life story. 
Margaret Hilda Roberts was born on 13 October 1925, to her parents, Alfred Roberts 
and Beatrice Stephenson, who lived in the modestly successful market town of Grantham, 
Lincolnshire, England (Thatcher, 1993).  The Robertses lived above the grocery store owned 
by her father, and Margaret had one sibling, Muriel, a sister four years her senior.  Thatcher 
(1995) states that she was reportedly a very quiet baby, and that she was born into a home 
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which was practical, serious and intensely religious.  "The Thatcher background was one of 
entrepreneurial, upwardly-mobile, self-sufficient, middle-class neo-liberalism" (Morgan, 
1990, p. 443).  A short description of Thatcher's parents is necessary to gain a better 
understanding of her.   
Alfred was the son of a bootmaker, and had to leave school aged thirteen in order to 
make a living (Thatcher, 1995).  However, he longed for an education, and thus became a 
fervent reader, with a reputation for being knowledgeable, and having a 'do-it-yourself' 
incisiveness (Lewis, 1975).  Through long hours of hard work, he became a respected grocer 
and owner of two shops.  He was a revered and active member of the community, and served 
as town councillor, politician, and a founder member and annual president of the Grantham 
Rotary Club (Thatcher, 1995).  As a local preacher in the Methodist Church, Alfred had a 
reputation for having firm principles, being reliable and efficient, and for delivering his 
sermons clearly and fluently, which was the way he believed good speakers should do 
(Moore, 2013).  Sundays were filled with continuous religious activity, and Alfred would 
spend half his day preaching in surrounding villages.  He was dedicated to social 
improvement, and believed in the transformation of those less fortunate, through the 
contribution of others with means (Moore, 2013).  
Beatrice was the daughter of a cloakroom attendant at Grantham station, and had been 
a professional seamstress who owned her own business at the time of meeting Alfred at a 
church event (Thatcher, 1995).  Not much is known about Beatrice as a mother, apart from 
the fact that she managed her household well, and did not indulge in any form of 
extravagance.  As explained by Moore (2013, p. 13), "all surviving impressions of Beatrice 
Roberts, even those from her daughters, are somehow exterior ones, as if no one really knew 
her".  What could be seen, however, was that Beatrice kept her daughters beautifully clothed 
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Figure 3: Thatcher as a toddler, with Alfred 
Roberts (Ibrahim, 2012). 
Figure 4: Thatcher in primary school in the 
1930s (The Guardian, 2013). 
 
 
with hand-stitched clothes (Moore, 2013).  Often regarded as shy, retiring and plain, Beatrice 
was known for being hard-working and thrifty.  She assisted her husband in the shop, and, 
like him, she contributed to society by volunteering in the local community (Thatcher, 1995).   
 
Discussion of the first stage. 
Trust.  Erikson (1963a) states that an infant’s development of trust is dependent on the 
primary caregiver's responsive parenting.   
Although not much detail is available about Thatcher's first eighteen months, it can be 
hypothesised that her infant needs were met, as there is an indication of her mother being 
traditional and nurturing.  Thatcher states that there was a sense of stability and security in 
their home, which would have enabled her to develop a sense of trust, and becoming self-
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confident enough to explore her environment.  In an interview on 18 September 1983, 
Thatcher described her early years: 
Yes I did have a happy home.  It was a warm family life.  I'm always glad that I was 
 brought up in a small town and in a very kind of regular family life.  Some people say 
 they don't like to be tied to things but you know I think children do like a regular life.  
 They like to know what's going to happen next.  And that was very much so.  I 
 remember thinking the other day when we had these bright, sunny days that as a child 
 I really rather liked the winter days because I knew that when we walked home from 
 school you were going into a living room with a nice warm fire.  My mother was 
 there.  She'd want to know what had happened at school.  We'd toast bread for tea and 
 then my father would come in and perhaps he would talk.  Then there would be 
 homework to do and then there were certain radio programmes we always listened 
 to…  We did very much a mixture of things.  But you see we knew certain things 
 were going to happen at certain times. (Thatcher, 1983) 
 
Arguably the most meaningful relationship of trust Thatcher had in her life, was with 
her husband, Denis, who played a pivotal role in Thatcher's life.  Lewis (1975) describes him 
as a devoted husband, and attributes Thatcher's stability as a leader to her happy marriage to 
Denis.  Together they were seen as a winning combination (Lewis, 1975).  Moore (2013) 
portrays Denis's approach as no-nonsense, un-self-pitying and scrupulous in his support of 
Thatcher and her efforts.  This approach was critical for Thatcher's future success (Purvis, 
2013).  With his emotional and financial support, and the stability he provided her, Thatcher 
was able to pursue her dream of having a political career.   
Trust in infancy sets the stage for developing an identity, and a lifelong expectation 
that the world will be a good place to live in and that the individual will be able to meet the 
demands of life (Corsini & Marsella, 1983).  A consideration of Thatcher’s career and 
achievements provides proof that she was likely to regard herself as being able to meet the 
general demands of her life, as well as the demands posed by a demanding political career, 
whilst facing many sexist prejudices of her day within the Conservative Party, as well as the 
male-dominated parliamentary system (Leung, 1997; Purvis, 2013).  Despite thinking that a 
woman would never be elected as Prime Minister (PM), Thatcher (1995) believed in her 
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abilities, and ran for the position of Conservative (Tory) Party leader in 1975, and was 
eventually made PM when the Tories won the General Election in 1979.     
When considering the political relationships Thatcher had, it is likely that she deemed 
trust to be interwoven with her belief in others' sincerity and loyalty towards her, the cause 
she was fighting at the time, and their loyalty to the country.  When Thatcher trusted others, 
and was aware of their loyalty towards her, she would sing their praises (Moore, 2013).  One 
such instance was evident in the relationship she had had with one of her speech writers, 
Ronnie Millar, a playwright and screenwriter, who did not fit the traditional political mould 
with his flamboyant dress sense (Moore, 2013).  Thatcher trusted him explicitly, and 
highlighted his competence when using the term 'Ronniefied' to describe a speech improved 
by him (Moore, 2013).  Millar was described as "that rare thing, a trusted friend who wanted 
her to succeed" (Moore, 2013, p. 641).   
Sensory distortion.  When Thatcher started out in her political life, she had a 
reputation for her naivety (Moore, 2013).  She would frequently refer to herself as being 'an 
ordinary woman' with common views, but would forget that she had 'uncommon abilities' fit 
to rule a country (Lewis, 1975).  Some sensory distortion was evident as Thatcher progressed 
in her political career.  She gained a reputation for having unrealistic expectations of her 
personal staff, expecting them to work as hard as she did.  Indicating that there was also a 
sensitive, and 'human' element to her in that she was not only preoccupied with work, her 
staff unanimously testified that she always remembered their human need, for food, comfort, 
praise or consolation, although not their need for their sleep (Lewis, 1975; Moore, 2013).   
Mistrust.  Currently there is very little evidence that Thatcher was outright mistrustful 
of others.  However, when considering her political career, there were many incidences of 
mistrust, where Thatcher would question her Cabinet's loyalty and competence.  When she 
became suspicious about these aspects, Thatcher would reshuffle the Cabinet, and surround 
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herself with those whom she thought would be supportive of her, and whose expertise she 
had more faith in.  As suggested by Moore (2013, p. 640), the reshuffling occurred to "(weed) 
out dissidents and waverers and (promote) true believers".  This behaviour of hers is likely to 
be indicative of someone who felt easily betrayed and let down by her colleagues, although it 
did not deter her from trusting people altogether. 
There is very little indication from Thatcher herself that she was mistrustful of her 
loved ones, although Muriel, as cited in Moore (2013), recounted that she and Thatcher were 
mistrustful of their mother, and that they were not close to her as a result of that.  She 
branded their mother a ‘bigoted Methodist’ who was intolerant towards those holding 
different opinions, and added that Thatcher grew apart from her mother as quickly as she 
could (and) that her mother did not really exist in Thatcher’s mind.  This point is supported 
by the fact that Thatcher rarely mentioned her mother.  However, when Thatcher did speak 
about her, she referred to her as being in a subsidiary role, although she did say that she 
admired her “simple service, simply given” (as cited in Moore, 2013, p. 9).   
The above two examples illustrate the likelihood that Thatcher was able to resolve the 
conflict of the first stage, as infants during this stage are likely to experience both mistrust 
and trust.  
Withdrawal.  Thatcher felt passionately about work, and found meaning therein.  It 
could be said that she was likely to 'withdraw' from life by pursuing her career, and by 
busying herself with work.  This was especially evident when Thatcher first became a 
mother, and later PM.  During both times, she had a relentless schedule.  When her twins 
were born, Thatcher aimed to work eight hours a day, with the number of hours increasing to 
eighteen hours per day whilst she was PM (Moore, 2013).  In a way, this could be attributed 
to her childhood, where work seemed to dominate the family home.  After being made PM, 
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Thatcher (1984) noted in a speech to the Small Business Bureau Conference, "(in Grantham) 
there was no 9 to 5 routine.  We seemed to be on the go the whole time".   
Another instance of Thatcher withdrawing into the world of work was highlighted by 
Moore (2013) and Morgan (1990), who both hinted at the fact that Thatcher disliked going on 
holiday, saying that she found them unsettling in breaking her rhythm.  She would therefore 
return to work early, on the excuse of a crisis.  She was apparently frightened of boredom 
and, despite being house-proud and fond of her family, she associated ennui with the life of a 
housewife (Moore, 2013), which was perhaps how she regarded her mother’s subsidiary role. 
Hamacheck (1988) states that withdrawal can be regarded as a malignant, self-
protective behaviour.  Whether this is true in Thatcher's case, is questionable.  On the one 
hand, it can be hypothesised that her focus on hard work was indicative of her drive to 
succeed and her strong work ethic, which served Thatcher's optimal functioning throughout 
her life, or on the other hand, a fear of not succeeding, and being idle and without purpose, in 
which case work would be self-protective.   
Hope.  A case can be made for Thatcher having 'hope' in her life, as her sense of hope 
stemmed from her self-belief, her trust in her own competence, and hard work.  When 
Thatcher was elected as PM, she was hoping to change the outlook that Britain had during the 
thirty years after the war (Morgan, 1990), and work towards the betterment of British society.  
As Thompson and Thompson (1994, p. 10) explain, " She was a strong leader who entered 
office with a sense of mission, namely to make Britain great again, or as she noted, to put the 
'Great' back into Britain".  Additionally, Thatcher "pledged... to... restore to individuals the 
power that they had supposedly lost to government" (Thompson & Thompson, 1994, p. 144). 
The hope Thatcher had for Britain, was summed up in her quote by St Francis of Assisi, 
which was given outside 10 Downing Street after her first audience with the Queen after her 
election as PM, "Where there is discord, may we bring harmony.  Where there is error, may 
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we bring truth.  Where there is doubt, may we bring faith.  And where there is despair, may 
we bring hope" (Thatcher, 1979). 
 
Stage II: Autonomy versus shame and doubt (18 months - 3 years). 
"Man is neither as good nor as bad as he's painted" 
(Thatcher, 2000) 
Summary of theoretical tenets. 
During this development stage, toddlers experience conflict between autonomy and an 
experience of shame and doubt.  A healthy resolution of this conflict leads to the ego strength 
or virtue of 'willpower'.  The main developmental task of the toddler during this stage, is the 
achievement of autonomy, whilst minimising feelings of shame and doubt (Erikson, 1950).  
With growing mental, linguistic and motor abilities, toddlers begin to explore their immediate 
environment and experience separation and autonomy, in addition to developing a sense of 
pride in their accomplishments.  Parental approval and encouragement of autonomy enhance 
toddlers' feelings of competence, which contribute to the development of positive self-
esteem.  If autonomy is discouraged, it could have detrimental effects on toddlers' emotional 
development, causing fearful and tentative behaviour (Corey, 2009), and resulting in an 
inability to maintain a reliable sense of identity in adulthood (Grace, 2013).   
Additionally, if autonomy is not gradual, and toddlers are given too much autonomy 
too soon, they are likely to develop the maladaptive tendency of 'impulsiveness', which 
manifests as a shameful wilfulness and a general disregard for the consequences of actions 
later in life.  Toddlers who develop too much shame and doubt in their own abilities, could 
develop malignant 'compulsiveness' in later life, manifesting in a stubborn fixation on 
finishing tasks perfectly, resulting in an over-manipulation of the self,  neurotic and 
obsessive-compulsive or paranoid behaviour in the future (Erikson, 1963a).   
83 
 
 
Figure 5: The Roberts family on the day Alfred became Mayor of Grantham (Thatcher, 
1995).  From left to right: Muriel, Alfred, Beatrice and Margaret. 
 
Thatcher’s life story. 
The Roberts household was austere, and they encouraged thrift, which was evident in 
the fact that their house had no running hot water, and they had an outside lavatory (Lewis, 
1975).  Alfred and Beatrice were careful with their money and saved wherever they could; in 
this way, even though they were not rich, they could afford a second home.  Despite the 
severe rationing of the War and the Depression, Alfred's business grew - this was mainly 
attributed to his business acumen and relentless effort, but also due to the fact that Grantham 
showed strong economic growth as a result of its main road position into London and 
Scotland, the opening of local factories from 1934 onwards, and the establishment of the 
Royal Air Force (RAF) and armed services (Moore, 2013).   
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Thatcher had a good relationship with her sister, and regarded her as her best friend, 
although they were very different.  Muriel was regarded as more homely, and closer to her 
mother, whilst Thatcher was intellectually curious, and closer to her father (Moore, 2013).   
Muriel was very supportive of Thatcher, evident by the regular exchange of letters during 
Thatcher's Oxford years and afterwards, when Thatcher pursued her political dream (Moore, 
2013).   
As in the previous stage, little is known about Thatcher in this stage of her life.  
However, what can be highlighted, is that she displayed the same characteristics in her life 
than what her parents displayed through theirs.  They were honest and direct, hard-working, 
and put into practice the teaching of Scripture.  They were also charitable towards others, and 
believed in the individual’s responsibility to contribute towards the betterment of society.  
 
Discussion of the second stage. 
Autonomy.  Graves and Larkin (2006) explain the concept of autonomy as the 
toddler’s state of independence and self-determination of governance.  Erikson (1963a) 
highlights the important role played by parents in affirming the toddler's will, in order for 
them to gain autonomy.  
 Thatcher (1993) publicly emphasised the important role her father played in her 
upbringing, stating that he was the greatest positive influence on her life, and that she was a 
'daddy's girl', which illustrates the deep attachment she felt to her father.  It was not only 
Thatcher who felt that the world revolved around her father, but "there was always plenty of  
interest in what her father was doing, for he was at the centre of anything of consequence 
going on in the town" (Lewis, 1975, p. 13).   
The probability of Thatcher’s development of autonomy through the encouragement 
of her father, was evident in a statement he (as cited in Moore, 2013, p. 26) made early in her 
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life, "Margaret, never do things just because other people do them.  Make up your mind what 
you are going to do and persuade people to go your way".  However, limited information is 
available about Thatcher's development of autonomy and asserting her will at this stage in her 
life, but this comment remained with Thatcher, and guided much of her later behaviour.  
The story of a nine-year old Thatcher is often told, which illustrates her sense of 
autonomy, uniqueness and fairness from a young age.  When being awarded a prize at school, 
she was congratulated on her luck.  However, Thatcher retorted that she was not lucky, but 
rather felt she deserved the prize (Moore, 2013).   
Thatcher (1995, p. 7) valued "upright qualities" in others and herself, explaining that 
these entail "a refusal to alter your convictions just because others disagreed or because you 
became unpopular".  Her separation and autonomy were illustrated throughout her political 
career, and was captured by her (1993) remark of being a ‘conviction politician’ in later 
years, indicating that she was someone who acted according to her own principles, and would 
make unpopular decisions, if she were convinced that these were the right ones for the good 
of Great Britain.  Some of these decisions, such as not making allowances for the miners 
during their strikes in 1984/5, and her determination to restore the British economy by 
curbing public spending,  altered the British public’s view of Thatcher tremendously (Moore, 
2013), and illustrated her independence, self-belief and her feelings of competence 
throughout her career.  Thatcher’s positions of leadership and the influence she had within 
those roles, indicate that she developed a sense of autonomy during this developmental stage.   
Impulsivity.  Erikson (1963a) states that toddlers who are given too much autonomy 
too soon, are likely to develop the maladaptive tendency of 'impulsiveness', which manifests 
as a shameful wilfulness and a general disregard for the consequences of actions later in life.   
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Thatcher cannot be described as impulsive – instead, given her background in science 
and law, the probability of her having a rational, considered and measured approach, are 
more likely.   
Thatcher was careful when making important decisions, which was evident in her 
decision to marry Denis, when she did not respond immediately to his proposal.  Thatcher 
carefully weighed up all the pros and cons, considering Denis’s financial security and 
stability, the fact that he would not stand in the way of her political career, his knowledge of 
business and money, his social superiority and strong interest in opera.  Only after she was 
satisfied that these aspects would make her happy, and would be in her best interest, did she 
accept his proposal (Moore, 2013).  
Shame and self-doubt.  Having feelings of shame and self-doubt is not associated with 
the image Thatcher portrayed to others.  She appeared self-confident, and confident in her 
ability to make good decisions.  Yet, Moore (2013) records an incident of unrequited love, 
which left Thatcher with feelings of shame and self-doubt.  In the 1940s, Thatcher fell in love 
with a friend, Neil Findlay, who became aware of her feelings, but dismissed them on 
account of Thatcher being 'hard work', and feeling sorry for her because of her lack of social 
prestige (Moore, 2013).  When Thatcher saw Findlay and his wife a few years after parting 
ways, she wrote to her sister to say that she felt glad to have been with a male companion at 
the time, in order not to feel at a disadvantage to Findlay (Moore, 2013).  This comment 
indicated that Thatcher doubted her own capabilities and autonomy when she felt vulnerable, 
and needed to ‘cover up’ these feelings by having a male companion at her side.   
Although an incident like the one described above was the exception rather than the 
rule when describing Thatcher’s life story, Moore (2013) and other writers made several 
references to Thatcher’s feelings of social inferiority, which, as a concept, contains elements 
of shame and self-doubt.  They reported that a young Thatcher, despite all her many 
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accomplishments, such as being one of only six female science students in her year at Oxford 
and being the youngest parliamentary candidate at the time, was heavily dependent on the 
approval and attention she received from others.  Although this statement may be true, 
Thatcher did not allow herself to show these feelings to the outer world, although she did 
allude to this in her exchange of letters to Muriel (Moore, 2013).  The topic of social 
inferiority will be further explored later in this chapter.     
Compulsion.  Erikson (1963a) states that compulsive toddlers feel that their entire 
being is dependent on their actions, and that everything they do, should be perfect.  These 
toddlers (and adults) tend to over-manipulate themselves and become self-conscious and 
obsessive in their behaviour.  
There is a strong indication that Thatcher had an innate drive for perfection, and 
therefore 'compulsion' was a term regularly associated with her, as she over-manipulated 
herself.  She (as cited in Moore, 2013, p. 97) described her work ethic as follows, “I should 
carry out my task to the utmost of my ability, allowing myself no rest until the duties which 
fell to my lot were complete”.   
Although no information is available about Thatcher’s compulsion during this 
developmental stage, incidents of this behaviour occurred throughout her later life.  When she 
was a student at Oxford, Thatcher did not enjoy the practical element of her course, and she 
had the option of finishing her degree in three years, without writing a dissertation (Moore, 
2013).  However, she opted to stay another year and write her dissertation, despite realising 
that she would not necessarily enjoy completing the additional year.  Based on Thatcher's 
behavioural traits later in life, it is likely that a number of internal and external factors 
persuaded her to do this, namely (1) she was determined to finish successfully, without taking 
any shortcuts; (2) she did not want to let down her father, who supported her financially; (3) 
she was the first generation Oxbridge student in her family; and (4) she wanted to fulfil her 
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dream of going into politics, and therefore could stand for President of OUCA if she 
remained at the university for another year.  It could be said that Thatcher's behaviour was 
indicative of someone whose sense of self was dependent on what she could finish 
successfully.  
Another example of Thatcher’s compulsive behaviour is when she prepared her 
speeches for the annual Conservative Party conferences.  On a number of occasions, Thatcher 
would involve a few speech-writers to write and re-write her address to the Party, just to 
disregard their writings in the end, and instead work through the night re-drafting the speech 
until it was perfect.   
Additionally, throughout her years in office, Thatcher only allowed herself four 
hours’ sleep per night in order to finalise her tasks (Thatcher, 1993).  She states that she 
would usually work until 10pm or 11pm, and then prepare dinner for herself and her husband, 
before turning in at about 1:30am (Thatcher, 1993).   
Willpower.  'Will' develops when a toddler experiences more autonomy than shame 
and doubt.   
Thatcher's will and determination to reach her goals were evident throughout her life, 
and was often the cause of animosity towards others.  Moore (2013) describes one such 
incident relating to Thatcher's wish to read Science at Oxford.   In order to qualify for the 
entrance examination to Somerville College, Oxford, Thatcher needed to have Latin as a 
school subject, as well as the backing of the head mistress at her secondary school, Miss 
Gillies.  However, Thatcher did not have either of these.  Gillies and Thatcher did not have a 
good relationship at the time; additionally, she tried to dissuade Thatcher from applying to 
Somerville, stating that she was too young to attend Oxford at the age of seventeen.  Thatcher 
regarded this as a thwart to her ambition and future dreams, and never forgave Gillies for this, 
despite the fact that it was Gillies who arranged Thatcher's Latin classes, and who lent her the 
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books to study from (Moore, 2013).  Determined to fit in as many modules of Latin as 
possible, Thatcher managed to pass her Latin School Certificate, which allowed her to sit the 
Oxford entrance examination (Lewis, 1975).   
Erikson (1964, p. 194) states that toddlers in this stage are required to learn to "will 
what can be, to renounce as not worth willing what cannot be and to believe he willed what is 
inevitable".  This quote summarises Thatcher's nine year journey towards reaching her goal 
of having a political career.  During the nine years, Thatcher lost the Dartford seat for two 
consecutive years from 1950, she married Denis in 1951, and also studied law to qualify and 
work as a barrister, and became a mother to twins in 1953.  Shortly after that, she was 
shortlisted for a number of other constituency seats, but was not selected to stand as 
candidate.  However, in 1959, she reached her dream when she was elected as Member of 
Parliament (MP) for Finchley, a North London constituency.  During these nine years of 
successes and failures, Thatcher remained strong in her belief that she had the ability to reach 
her goals, illustrating her strong will and determination to succeed.   
 
Primary School Years  
Stage III: Initiative versus guilt (3-5 years). 
"A sense of duty towards others is most encouraged where individuals are most in 
 control of their own lives" 
(Thatcher, 2003) 
Summary of theoretical tenets. 
During this developmental stage, the conflict within young children is between that of 
initiative and guilt.  A healthy resolution of this conflict leads to the ego strength or virtue of 
'purpose'.  The main developmental task during this stage, is to learn initiative without having 
too much guilt (Erikson, 1963a).  As a result of increased perceptual, motor, cognitive and 
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language skills, young children are able to self-organise and take on new responsibilities for 
which active, purposeful and responsible behaviour is required.  This behaviour sets the 
foundation for developing purpose from a young age (Hill & Burrow, 2012).  Children who 
grow up in supportive, healthy environments, develop initiative and respect for themselves 
and others.  The development of initiative is governed by the boundaries provided by adults 
in the household, the development of a conscience, and having a sense of responsibility to 
guide children's behaviour and help them discern right from wrong.   
The experience of guilt is indicative of children's capacity for moral judgment.  With 
children's growing awareness of right and wrong, they often feel guilty if their initiative 
impinges on the rights of others.  Children who have too much initiative and too little guilt, 
are likely to develop the maladaptive tendency of 'ruthlessness'.  Additionally, if they are 
made to feel anxious about their initiative, or if their activities go unrecognised and unvalued 
by others, children may develop too much guilt, which leads to the malignant tendency of 
'inhibition' (Santrock, 2004).   
 
Thatcher’s life story. 
Very little detail is available about Thatcher's life during this stage.  What is known, is 
that she spent all of her childhood in Grantham, and, as Moore (2013, pp. 5-6) puts it, 
“because of the prevailing atmosphere of constant work, she never daydreamed or was idle”.  
Thatcher (1995) explained that they were not allowed to play games at home.  From later 
reports, both Roberts daughters felt that the restriction and narrowness they experienced as 
children were due to their mother’s strictness (Moore, 2013).  However, Moore (2013) states 
that Thatcher refrained from criticising her upbringing, but would permit herself a few 
guarded remarks, such as the fact that they as a family hardly ever had any fun together, and 
that she would have enjoyed the company of a more cultured family than her own.  From an 
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outsider's point of view, the latter statement could be regarded as typical of someone with a 
judgmental nature, and that Thatcher possibly regarded herself as better than her family, thus 
having a superior sense of self, although there is no proof for this statement.   
Roberts's grocery store stood between the richer and poorer districts of the town, and 
had a reputation for providing products of high quality (Thatcher, 1995).  The store was a hub 
where people from all different economic and social spheres regularly gathered.  And, as 
Thatcher spent most of her days in the store, and helped her parents from the age of five, she 
grew used to, and enjoyed the conversations that took place (Thatcher, 1995).  As Alfred was 
a popular and involved member of the community, people would often visit, and 
conversations would continue long after the store had closed.  With exposure such as this, 
Thatcher heard differing opinions on matters of history, economy, society and local 
happenings from a young age (Thatcher, 1995).  Thatcher's deep attachment to her father was 
evident during this time, as she used to study his speaking technique, and join him for 
'discussion', during which she could formulate her own opinions on matters of the day 
(Moore, 2013).   
Later life, Thatcher mentioned that her father, although very thoughtful, was not 
demonstrative.  As such, he was restrained in showing feelings of affection, and would 
sometimes use his ‘sermon voice’ when speaking.  This could be indicative of Thatcher's 
need for the experience of 'warmth' and care from her father, which he did not provide.  In a 
way, this sheds light on Thatcher's (1995) comment about her attraction to older men, which 
will be described later in this chapter.  With regards to their relationship with their mother, 
reports from Muriel (as cited in Moore, 2013), was that their view of their mother was 
intertwined with feelings of prohibition and guarding against extravagance in any form, 
which they found very inhibiting. 
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The Robertses appreciated and took part in many aspects of Methodist life, such as 
singing in the choir and attending services.  Thatcher (1995) enjoyed playing the piano and 
listening to her father's sermons, although in later life, she would say that she thought that 
church was slightly overdone.  Thatcher (as cited in Moore, 2013, p. 7) stated that she never 
diverged from the view that her father expressed in one of his sermons, which was in actual 
fact a quote by Matthew Arnold, British poet and cultural critic, "Have something to say.  Say 
it as clearly as you can.  That is the only secret of style".   
As is common for children in the United Kingdom, Thatcher entered the formal 
schooling system at the age of four.  She attended Huntingtower Road Primary School, and 
by the time she started school, her parents had already taught her simple reading (Thatcher, 
1995).  She (1995) described her mind at the time as 'logical and literal', and said that this had 
not really changed over the years.  "One can never do without straightforward common sense 
in matters great as well as small" (Thatcher, 1995, p. 31).  Although there is not much 
information available about her early school years, Thatcher (1995) reportedly adapted easily 
and confirmed that she was in the top class at primary school.    
 
Discussion of the third stage. 
Initiative.  Young children in this stage learn to take initiative, which involves self-
organisation, taking on responsibilities, learning new skills, mastering a variety of new tasks, 
and devising and implementing bold plans.   
At the age of five, with increased language and motor skills, Thatcher was already 
helping out at Alfred's grocery store, learning new skills and mastering a variety of new tasks.  
Thatcher (1983) grew up in an environment of warmth, and with clear boundaries, which was 
conducive to the development of initiative, a conscience, a sense of responsibility and respect 
for herself and others.  She (1995) fondly remembered this time of her life, when she was 
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encouraged to pursue her interest in reading, like her father, and said that she enjoyed reading 
Rudyard Kipling at that time.  She had a sense of pride in knowing that she probably read 
more widely than most of her classmates (Thatcher, 1995).  From a young age, Thatcher 
(1995, p. 17) would feel offended if others questioned her integrity and capabilities, recalling, 
"I can still recall writing an essay about Kipling and burning with childish indignation at 
being accused of having copied down the word 'nostalgia' from some book, whereas I had 
used it quite naturally and easily".   
When considering Thatcher's later years, and especially her handling of the Falkland's 
War in 1982, it is clear that Thatcher had much initiative.  This event tested Thatcher's ability 
to respond positively to challenges presented by the world, to take initiative, and implement 
bold plans, whilst owning up to the responsibilities that these inevitably brought.  As will be 
described later in this chapter, the invasion of the Falkland Islands by Argentina caught 
Britain unawares (Moore, 2013).  During this time, Thatcher, who was fairly isolated at the 
time due to the resignation of a number of the Cabinet ministers, was forced to take initiative 
and make bold decisions about warfare, based on the advice of the British defence forces.  
She remained acutely aware of and concerned about the probable loss of life on both sides, 
but particularly those of the British people, for whom she had taken responsibility the day she 
was made PM (Moore, 2013).  After Britain's successful re-claiming of the Islands, 
"Margaret Thatcher... became a figure of legend, the embodiment of strong leadership, more 
famous, perhaps, than any other political leader of the time" (Moore, 2013, p. 755).   
Ruthlessness.  Young children who are allowed to explore too much, and have too 
much initiative, but too little guilt, develop ruthlessness.   
Though little proof exists of ruthlessness in Thatcher in this particular developmental 
stage, her ruthlessness was evident in her treatment of those whose opinions differed from 
hers in later life.  Thatcher was renowned for her combative way of expressing herself 
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(Moore 2013; Thatcher, 1993), which others would regularly take offence to, and which 
would account for the controversial feelings Thatcher still evokes in the people of Britain 
today.  Hogget (2014) posits that Thatcher's ruthlessness was rooted in her upbringing, and 
having a sense of superiority, and that she was convinced that her opinion was the best, and 
the only correct view on issues under discussion, whilst believing that others' views were 
mostly inferior and incorrect.  Emphasising this point, Dyson (2009) regards Thatcher’s 
cognitive style as black-and-white, and unleavened by worldliness.  He (2009) asserts that 
this is the reason for her almost ‘maverick’ belief in her own convictions and decision-
making skills.  In addition to that, Dyson (2009) highlights Thatcher's tendency to draw stark 
categories of ‘friend’ and ‘enemy’ within a wider context of a struggle between good and 
evil, or moral judgment, which would be in line with her Methodist upbringing.  “Thatcher’s 
style – a stark framing of the world based upon essentially dichotomous categorizations – was 
a key aspect of her political personality and, consequently, an important factor in events 
while she was in office” (Dyson, 2009, p. 46).  Garnett (2007) posits that Thatcher, unlike her 
predecessors and her contemporaries, was prepared to face down established institutions if 
they opposed her.  During Thatcher's second term in office, her attitude towards trade unions 
was a clear indication of the fact that she regarded them as the 'enemy' to the economic 
reform of the state, and she therefore refused to make any allowances for them.   
Garnett (2007) attributes Thatcher’s ruthlessness to influences in her early childhood, 
and her experience of a strict home, with 'Victorian'-like values, which would make her likely 
to regard issues in terms of 'right' and 'wrong', and fighting for what she deemed to be 'right'.  
It is the researcher's belief that in some way, Thatcher's ruthlessness can be regarded as a 
maladaptation, as her utterances were likely to upset others, whilst she appeared to feel little 
remorse about her handling of controversial issues.  
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 Guilt.  As children grow in their ability to discern between right and wrong, they 
develop the ability to feel guilt if their initiative impinges on the rights of others.   
Very few incidents have been reported of Thatcher ever feeling guilty.  Only one 
reference of this is made by Moore (2013) in relation to Thatcher’s relationship with her 
mother.  Although Thatcher publicly declared the important role her father played in her life, 
she was more hesitant and reserved when describing her relationship with her mother.  
Thatcher (as cited in Moore, 2013) indicated that she felt intellectually more sophisticated 
than her mother, and stated that they did not have anything to say to each other after she 
turned fifteen.  Moore (2013, p. 11) states that Thatcher, in later life, was bothered by a sense 
of guilt about not being appreciative enough of her mother, and "found it difficult to light on 
the right words in public to convey her belated appreciation.  In the end, she said simply, 'I 
don't think I thanked my mother enough, because you don't realise...'."  This was an 
acknowledgement of the fact that Thatcher was embarrassed about her misjudgment and 
mistreatment of her mother.   
Inhibition.  When children develop too much guilt, it leads to the malignant tendency 
of 'inhibition', which entails that children do not engage in spontaneous or risk-taking 
behaviour in an effort to avoid the guilt they may feel (Erikson, 1963a).   
Thatcher's behaviour throughout her life was marked by inhibition and the need to ‘do 
the right thing’ and ‘follow the right procedures’, indicating a link between inhibition and 
compulsion.  One event which highlighted Thatcher’s careful and inhibited approach 
occurred shortly after she received the news that the Conservatives won the election in 1979, 
which would make her PM for the first time.  She recalls being anxious about meeting the 
Queen, although she had met her Majesty before, during her tenure as leader of the Tories. 
I can remember an odd sense of loneliness as well as anticipation when I received the 
 telephone call which summoned me to the Palace.  I was anxious about getting the 
 details of procedure and protocol right; it is extraordinary how on really important 
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 occasions one’s mind often focuses on what in the cold light of day seem to be mere 
 trivia. (Thatcher, 1993, p. 17) 
 
It is the researcher’s opinion that, although Thatcher’s approach to governing the 
country and towards making decisions was careful and measured, it is not indicative of the 
malignancy of ‘inhibition’ as conceptualised by Erikson (1963a) per se, but is rather rooted in 
her sense of responsibility, and choosing what is right for the country.  
Purpose.  Young children in this developmental stage have the courage to take 
initiative and move from one task to the next with ease, despite being aware of past failures.  
When they are able to gain a balance between the ‘doing’ and ‘creating’ synonymous with 
initiative, and their feelings of guilt about past failures, they gain the psychosocial strength of 
‘purpose’ (Erikson, 1963a). 
Moore (2013) states that the one thing that marked Thatcher, was her sense of 
purpose, which was accompanied by a fondness for simple moral principles and the 
proclamations thereof.  He (2013, p. 30) quotes a friend of hers who has said, "she always 
stood out because teenage girls don't know where they're going. She did."   
It is difficult to discern what Thatcher regarded as her main purpose during her 
childhood.  From a very young age, it appeared as if Thatcher was eager to gain knowledge, 
and to apply this, as was illustrated in her being able to read since before school, being taught 
the basic skills of customer service at their shop, and developing her musical talent by taking 
piano lessons.  Additionally, she listened intently to the conversations that took place in her 
father's shop, and therefore getting the opportunity to start forming her own opinions on 
important matters of the day. 
In later life, her purpose, which verged on compulsion, included the pursuit of a 
political career and the betterment of Britain, evident in the fact that Thatcher sacrificed her 
time, her sleep and her social life in her pursuit of her dream.  She worked up to eighteen 
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hours a day, but she said, “I never minded this.  There was an intensity about the job of being 
Prime Minister which made sleep seem a luxury” (Thatcher, 1993, p. 20). 
Her childhood, and her parental home with its focus on thrift and social betterment, as 
well as her experience of having lived through World War II, indelibly shaped and prepared 
Thatcher for her future role as PM.  Her sense of purpose and responsibility was highlighted 
in her first speech made outside 10 Downing Street, after her visit to the Queen on 4 May 
1979:  
Very excited, very aware of the responsibilities.  Her Majesty the Queen has asked me 
 to form a new administration and I have accepted.  It is, of course, the greatest honour 
 that can come to any citizen in a democracy.  I know full well the responsibilities that 
 await me as I enter the door of No. 10 and I'll strive unceasingly to try to fulfil the 
 trust and confidence that the British people have placed in me and the things in which 
 I believe. (Thatcher, 1979) 
 
Stage IV: Industry versus inferiority (5-13 years). 
"It must be very hard not to know what to do in tricky situations if you need to scratch 
 your head and just wonder, as some people do today, what works.  I have always 
 known what works" 
 (Thatcher, 2003) 
Summary of theoretical tenets. 
During this developmental stage, the conflict within children is between that of 
industry and inferiority.  A healthy resolution of this conflict leads to the ego strength or 
virtue of 'industriousness' or 'competence'.  The main developmental task required of early 
school-age children is to develop a capacity for industry, whilst avoiding an excessive sense 
of inferiority.  Children in this stage receive systematic instruction in applying academic and 
social skills at school, and learn to persevere at personal and socially relevant tasks, with the 
goal of acquiring a feeling of competence (Marcia, 2014).  When children take pride in what 
they produce at school, and are able to complete tasks successfully, they develop a sense of 
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competence and industriousness, which is the ego strength or virtue gained in this stage 
(Erikson, 1950).  Feelings of competence strengthen feelings of self-worth, and assist 
children in clarifying and fulfilling their social roles.   
Children's self-understanding includes increasing reference to social comparison, and 
they are likely to start distinguishing themselves from others in comparative terms (Santrock, 
2006).  When children think they compare unfavourably to their peers, they risk seeing 
themselves as inadequate and inferior and could develop low self-esteem (Corey, 2009).  
Additionally, when parents or significant others overemphasise industry and expect children 
to carry out tasks which are not age-appropriate, children may develop the maladaptive 
tendency of 'narrow virtuosity'.  This is very often encountered when dealing with 'prodigies'.  
More commonly seen, however, is children who do not develop social skills during this stage 
and thus avoid social interaction as a result of experiencing too much inferiority (Erikson, 
1963a), which is known as 'inertia'.  A healthy resolution of the crisis between 'industry' and 
'inferiority' requires that children develop their capacity for industry, thus having a realistic 
sense of their own limitations, whilst avoiding an excessive sense of inferiority.  
 
Thatcher’s life story. 
Thatcher was a keen reader, who used to take out books every weekend.  During her 
primary school years, she was fascinated by poetry and, at the age of ten, she won a prize for 
reciting poetry at the Grantham Eisteddfod (Thatcher, 1995).  Aged eleven, she won a 
scholarship to the prestigious Kesteven and Grantham Girls' School (KGGS), where the 
teachers were respected members of the community, and had a genuine sense of vocation 
(Thatcher, 1995).  On her first day, Thatcher was accepted into the B Stream at KGGS, 
instead of the A Stream, as was usually the case with girls who had scholarships.  The B 
Stream programme was specifically designed for girls whose academic performance was 
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slightly lower than those on the A Stream (Moore, 2013).  Thatcher's placement was not 
based on academic performance, but was the result of an overly full A Stream programme at 
the time.  Moore (2013) states that the fact that Thatcher was in a different programme, 
fostered in her a slight but definite separation that most of her peers thought she showed.  She 
was a conscientious student, and stood first in her class in the B Stream programme for two 
years before she was moved to the A Stream (Moore, 2013).   
At school, Thatcher was known for being pleasant, hard-working and participating in 
school activities, such as tennis and hockey, but most of her contemporaries attested to her 
being serious, and different to other girls (Moore, 2013).  She had a number of friends, but 
did not remain in close contact with most of them after moving to Oxford a number of years 
later.  One of her friends with whom Thatcher stayed in contact, was Jean Farmer, a popular 
and easygoing girl, who, together with her family, showed Thatcher that life could be more 
fun that what she was used to.  Farmer (as cited in Moore, 2013), states that Thatcher was 
polite and hard-working, and had a good sense of humour, exceptional concentration and did 
not need much sleep.  Other peers remembered Thatcher as self-confident, calm, though 
irritating and conceited at times (Moore, 2013).  
Thatcher enjoyed public speaking, and did so with grandeur and force later in her 
career.  Aged eleven or twelve, she took elocution lessons to help her overcome her mild 
speech impediment, in particular her slight lisp and trouble at pronouncing Rs (Lewis, 1975; 
Moore, 2013).  Her hard work paid off, and Thatcher won a silver medal at the Grantham 
Eisteddfod in 1937.  During these lessons, Thatcher developed the "cut-glass voice, carefully 
modulated tones and very precise pronunciation which were often criticised and viewed as 
artificial" (Moore, 2013, p. 31).  She started out by reciting poetry, such as Kipling's work, 
which was a particular favourite of hers, and her elocution lessons continued throughout her 
career (Thatcher, 1993).   
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Discussion of the fourth stage. 
Industry.  During this stage, children have usually consolidated their previous 
learnings, and learn to develop and apply their competencies within a broader social 
environment, which include parents, friends, teachers, other members of the community and 
in sports teams (Erikson, 1963a).   
Being awarded a scholarship at KGGS was an important achievement for Thatcher, as 
it was based on good academic performance.  It can be hypothesised that Thatcher’s 
expectations were that she would therefore be placed in the A Stream programme when she 
arrived at her new school.  However, when she was placed in the programme for girls with 
slightly less intellectual abilities, it would have led to feelings of disappointment, and perhaps 
of not being ‘good enough’.  As Corey (2009) states, children in this age compare themselves 
to their peers, and if they compare unfavourably, they risk seeing themselves as inadequate 
and inferior.  Based on this theory, and the fact that Thatcher gave the impression of being 
serious, it is likely that she set herself the goal of increasing her academic performance as a 
way to prove herself, and to be placed in the A Stream programme, which was the prestigious 
one, and thus minimising the risk of being regarded as inadequate and inferior in her own, 
and others’ eyes.  Thatcher was able to complete this task successfully, and experience the 
success of her own efforts, as she was first in her class for two years, before being moved to 
the A Stream programme.   
Narrow virtuosity.  Parents who overemphasise industry, and expect their children to 
carry out tasks that are not age-appropriate, and prevent them from pursuing their own 
interests, may unwittingly encourage the development of narrow virtuosity.   
During this stage in her life, Thatcher appeared to be a scholar who actively 
participated in a number of extracurricular activities, and had a broad range of interests, 
including sports, eisteddfod, poetry and history.  In later life, Thatcher would often state that 
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she loved to go dancing, and thought herself to be a good dancer; in addition, she enjoyed 
home-making and cooking when she had the extra time (Moore, 2013).  Although Thatcher’s 
later life revolved around politics, the researcher does not regard the label of ‘narrow 
virtuosity’ as a maladaptation to be relevant to her.   
Inferiority.  Erikson (1963a) emphasises that socially, this stage is the most decisive 
for children as they learn to work together, fulfil different roles, get different opportunities, 
and develop a sense of the ethos of their culture.  Children realise that factors such as skin 
colour, parental economic and social background and their own will to learn, contribute to 
their identity development (Erikson, 1963a).  They may come to realise that their future is 
likely to be restricted as a result of these characteristics.   
Although little mention is made of Thatcher experiencing a sense of inferiority during 
this stage of her life, Moore (2013) states that she was challenged by feelings of inferiority 
when she started out as a politician, explaining that her feelings originated from being 
ashamed of her background and social class.  This statement illustrates that Thatcher felt 
judged by others, and uncertain about herself not meeting their standards. 
Moore's (2013) interviews with Thatcher's peers at Oxford reveal that her feelings of 
social inferiority had a long history.  She was one of a number of students who struggled 
financially, and, although the rigours of war reduced most prevailing social differences at the 
time, she appeared to experience her own difficulties with a sense of adversity that had to be 
overcome daily.  As a result, her contemporaries appraised her as quiet, distant, and with 
"smug perfection" - and as someone who needed to be tolerated (Moore, 2013, p. 45).  
Feelings of insecurity in the individual often result in heightened sensitivity about others' 
responses towards them.  It is therefore possible that Thatcher's feelings of insecurity and 
resultant behaviour as described above, perpetuated similar responses from others, which 
would ultimately reinforce Thatcher's feelings of insecurity.  
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In a way, Thatcher's feelings were justified in light of the profile of the British 
political system during the time she started her career, as the Conservative Party and 
parliament were dominated by privately-educated individuals of high social standing and 
from privileged backgrounds.  In contrast, Thatcher was from a low-middle-class, attended 
public schools, and did not have any of the influential networks that aided many of her peers.  
She was bound to resort to the values learnt from her Methodist parents, namely hard work 
and self-discipline, as she was determined to succeed (Purvis, 2013).  Furthermore, it can be 
argued that Thatcher's meticulousness and her strict adherence to protocol and the proprieties 
of the Party can be regarded as protective measures against feeling insecure and being 
exposed for it.  Moore (2013) explains that her feelings of social inferiority were pronounced 
when she started out in politics and felt uncomfortable, and unable to relax in the company of 
those with greater social stature.  Resultantly, she resorted to extreme privacy and showed 
some reluctance in having others assisting her (Moore, 2013). 
Moore (2013) highlights that Thatcher remained an outsider, despite her electoral 
success and having the security of her marriage, which was in a social class above her own.  
Although she always looking poised, she remained aware of her lower-middle-class roots, 
which she found embarrassing, but for all her worry, her social origins do not seem to have 
been held against her too much – of greater concern, apparently, was her sex (Moore, 2013).  
At the time, there were eleven other female Conservative MPs, but, says Moore (2013), they 
were shown courtesy only to the extent of cocooning them in cosy irrelevance.  However, 
Thatcher’s abilities and ambition made her determined to free herself from this with “hard 
work... (which) was Mrs Thatcher’s sovereign remedy for every difficulty” (Moore, 2013, p. 
146).  
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Inertia.  Erikson (1963a) highlights that children who experience too much inferiority, 
may develop the malignancy 'inertia', which manifests in them not developing social skills 
during this stage, and could result in the avoidance of social interaction in later life.   
Despite experiencing feelings of social inferiority, as described above, Hoggett (2014) 
believes that Thatcher was a class warrior, who managed to rise above her feelings, and 
develop the social skills required for someone of her stature.  This point is expanded on by 
Evans (2009, p. 113) when he states that Thatcher regarded all people as “working people 
who basically want the same things”.  One could say that Thatcher’s growth in political 
stature, and her reputation as a renowned world leader, were not typical of someone who has 
developed the malignancy of inertia. 
Industriousness/Competence.  Erikson (1963a) states that children in this stage need 
to balance their feelings of industry and inferiority, thus gaining a healthy sense of 
competence, whilst being realistic about their own limitations, in order to gain the ego 
strength of ‘competency’.   
Thatcher’s sense of competence was evident in her academic success at KGGS and 
Oxford University.  Although she was not considered an intellectual genius, and was often 
regarded as someone who displayed more determination than natural talent, she came at the 
top of the class for all bar one year of secondary school, and passed her degree with a second-
class (Moore, 2013).   
As previously discussed, Thatcher’s political career, which started in 1950, was 
marked by a number of failures, much contention, and bad press about her leadership and 
economic reform.  Despite this, her behaviour suggested that she did not question her own 
competence, as this was likely to have been well established in her childhood, denoting a 
successful navigation of this developmental stage.  As Thatcher (1979) remarked on the 
doorstep of 10 Downing Street, after being appointed as PM, “it's passionately interesting for 
104 
 
me that the things that I learned in a small town, in a very modest home, are just the things 
that I believe have won the election” (Thatcher, as cited in Moore, 2013, p. 420).   
 
Secondary School Years  
Stage V: Identity versus role confusion (13-21 years). 
"(Youth) appeal to the need for feeling 'moved' and for feeling essential in moving 
 something along toward an open future"  
(Erikson, 1963b, p. 10) 
Summary of theoretical tenets. 
During this developmental stage, adolescents experience conflict between developing 
their own identity and being confused about their roles.  A healthy resolution of this conflict 
leads to the ego strength or virtue of 'reliability', also referred to as 'fidelity'.  The main 
developmental task in this stage is that of establishing an identity.  Adolescents enter a stage 
where they cease to be dependent, and grow their own identity, which assists them in 
knowing and coping with their existing and future social roles.  Parents, society and role 
models play a pivotal role in identity formation, as they encourage adolescents to explore 
many different roles and social freedom.  With a choice of many roles, adolescents can easily 
become confused about the way forward, but when they explore roles in a healthy manner 
and arrive at a positive path to follow in life, a positive identity is achieved.  A healthy 
resolution of the conflict between  developing one’s own identity and being confused about 
one’s roles leads to the ego strength of 'reliability' or 'fidelity', which Erikson (1963b) defines 
as having the ability to abide by the standards of society.   
Adolescents who have difficulties knowing themselves, and how they relate to and 
function within society, may develop role confusion, which could lead to an ‘identity crisis’ 
(Erikson, 1963a).  An unclear sense of identity is often associated with deleterious 
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psychological and social outcomes (Bosch, Segrin & Curran, 2012).  Adolescents' lack of 
identity and reluctance to select and commit to roles, could potentially result in the malignant 
tendency of 'repudiation' (Erikson, 1963a), and is indicative of a refusal to accept their 
membership in the world of adults.  If they are unable to successfully resolve this crisis, 
adolescents are likely to isolate themselves from loved ones.   
 
Thatcher’s life story. 
Thatcher was almost fourteen when World War II broke out.  She attended KGGS for 
the bigger part of the War, and, although she did not grasp what was happening in the 
political world during that time, she understood the background to this event, as the family 
would listen eagerly to the updates being provided on their wireless radio (Thatcher, 1995).  
Thatcher did not provide too much detail about the effects the War had on her and her family.  
For her, life consisted of going to school, taking part in a variety of activities, and dreaming 
about her future.  Her focus during that time was not on issues one would normally associate 
with a young adolescent.  She famously said, "there were more important things to do than 
boys" (as cited in Moore, 2013 p. 33).   
Science was Thatcher's first choice as university major, mainly because she had a 
natural enthusiasm for the new scientific world which was opening up as a result of the 
scientific breakthroughs that occurred during those years (Thatcher, 1995).  Thatcher knew 
she wanted to study at Oxford University.  This was also Alfred's dream for his youngest 
daughter, and therefore he tried to advance her by seeking extra tuition and coaching for her.  
Her results at the end of that academic year reflected her efforts, as Thatcher received 
distinctions in many of her grades, which saw her being accepted by a number of universities 
other than Oxford.  Thatcher was aware that her father could not afford her university tuition, 
and therefore she tried to gain a scholarship that would get her into Somerville, for which an 
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entrance examination had to be written (Moore, 2013).  Furthermore, she also needed the 
support of her head mistress, Miss Gillies, for this application, but, as explained previously, 
Miss Gillies was hesitant to give this to Thatcher, although she did eventually do so.  
According to Moore (2013), Thatcher's haste to apply was partly due to her drive and 
ambition, but also as a result of the reality of the wartime circumstances, as all girls who were 
not in further education by the age of eighteen, were liable to be called for service, which is 
something Thatcher wanted to avoid as she was anxious to progress her career (Moore, 
2013).  She therefore took the Oxford entrance examination, knowing that passing this would 
enable her to enrol at this university exactly on her eighteenth birthday in 1943.  Thatcher sat 
the examinations, but narrowly failed to achieve the scholarship.  She therefore decided to go 
back to school to avoid call-up to service, but a few weeks after writing the examination, 
Thatcher was offered a place after another student withdrew (Lewis, 1975). 
Thatcher’s leadership qualities came to the fore during her final two years at KGGS, 
although Moore (2013) states that Thatcher had a reputation for being somewhat bossy.  By 
this time, Thatcher had already incorporated a number of values that were important in the 
Roberts household, and which were some of the elements that marked her later career, such 
as discerning between right and wrong according to her Methodist values, completing her 
duties with much energy and dedication, and acting with consistency, although also with 
slight exasperation at the weaknesses of others (Moore, 2013). 
 
Oxford Years 
Stage Five: Identity versus Role Confusion (13-21 years) continued. 
"Fortune does, in the end, favour the brave"  
(Thatcher, 2007) 
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Thatcher’s life story. 
Thatcher was apprehensive about going to Oxford, mainly because she had never 
been away from home for such a long time, she did not know anyone at her college, she was 
the first generation Oxbridge student in her family and wanted to do well, with the added 
pressure of her father paying for her studies (Moore, 2013).  Additionally, the realities of 
wartime meant that Thatcher could possibly not see her family again, as Grantham was one of 
the most frequently bombed towns in the United Kingdom during the War, due to its gun 
factory and a number of local aerodromes (Thatcher, 1995).  Despite her fears, Thatcher 
(1995) was convinced that Oxford was the place she wanted to be in order to reach her 
dream. 
Thatcher was quite isolated during her Somerville days, in part, as a result of her 
financial difficulties, but also because of her subject choice.  She was one of five female 
students in her course that year, and had to spend long hours in the laboratory and in 
compulsory lessons afterwards (Lewis, 1975).  Her tuition was from the renowned and 
distinguished Professor Dorothy Hodgkin, who won the Nobel Prize for chemistry, and 
whom Thatcher respected (Thatcher, 1995).  During Thatcher’s time at Oxford, she was 
involved in the pioneering trials of penicillin, which were considered to be at the cutting edge 
of science at that time.  Nevertheless, Thatcher did not enjoy the practical element of the 
course, although she did enjoy the theoretical part (Moore, 2013).  After four years, Thatcher 
passed her degree with a second class.   
Thatcher grew interested in law during her time at Oxford, and considered studying 
for the Bar after graduation.  Additionally, she expressed an interest in history, and said, "I 
had a passion for history, and a passion for politics.  Politics is living history" (as cited in 
Moore, 2013, p. 49).   
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With regards to her political involvement, Thatcher joined OUCA in her first year at 
Oxford, which proved to be a formative decision (Purvis, 2013).  Like most other 
Conservatives known to Thatcher at the time, she strongly believed that the men of Whitehall 
could govern the country in a humane and orderly way.  She admired Winston Churchill, the 
Conservative Party leader at the time, and although she felt Britain was run fairly at the time 
(as food rationing was available to all), she believed that the prevailing sense of collectivism 
threatened the country's freedom and economic success (Moore, 2013).  This remained one of 
Thatcher's convictions at the time of her Tory leadership, which resulted in her 
encouragement of entrepreneurship and free enterprise, which she believed would make 
Britain great (Evans, 2010; Moore, 2013; Thompson & Thompson, 1994).  After the war 
ended in 1945, Thatcher actively started taking part in the local political activities during her 
holidays, and participated in the Grantham Conservative campaign, acting as a warm-up 
speaker to the Conservative candidate, even though, at the age of nineteen, she was not old 
enough to vote yet (Thatcher, 1995).  
After the War, many Oxford students who served in the war, returned to university 
and joined OUCA.  There was an atmosphere of patriotism in Britain then, and people were 
inspired to play their part in rebuilding the country (Moore, 2013; Thatcher, 1993).  Thatcher 
decided to join the policy sub-committee of OUCA, and was involved in their policy-writing.  
Her contribution at that stage contained enduring principles which she used during her 
election campaign as PM more than thirty years later, such as the necessity of individual 
enterprise as the mainstay of all progress (Moore, 2013).  This indicated that Thatcher was 
already sure of her convictions during her student years.  She became president of OUCA in 
1946, and was the third woman at that time to hold the position.  It was not long after that 
when Thatcher realised for the first time that she really wanted to have a career in politics 
(Thatcher, 1995).   
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Discussion of the fifth stage. 
Identity.  Erikson (1963b) explains that 'ego identity' refers to a person's knowledge of 
themselves, and how they relate to, and function within society, and is formed as a result of 
the integration of childhood identifications and learnings gained from rapid physical, sexual 
and social roles.  Having an identity helps a person know and cope with her existing and 
future social roles. 
From a young age, Thatcher appeared to be career-driven, and she worked hard to 
fulfil her dreams of attending Oxford, studying law and eventually securing a career in 
politics.  Her determination to have a career was evident in the fact that she juggled 
motherhood with the latter two goals.  There is an indication that Thatcher’s identity was 
fused with her purpose and drive.   
Of course, to be a mother and a housewife is a vocation of a very high kind.  But I 
 simply felt that it was not the whole of my vocation.  I knew that I also wanted a 
 career.  A phrase that Irene Ward, MP for Tynemouth, and I often used was that 
 'while the home must always be the centre of one's life, it should not be the boundary 
 of one's ambitions'.  Indeed, I needed a career because, quite simply, that was the sort 
 of person I was.  And not just any career.  I wanted one which would keep me 
 mentally active and prepare me for the political future for which I believed I was well 
 suited. (Thatcher, 1995, p. 81)  
 
“Identity commitment refers to a level of certitude and confirmation of one’s 
environment and who one is” (Hill & Burrow, 2012, p. 75).  Thatcher’s background played 
an important role in her identity formation and the incorporation of those aspects that 
appeared to define her character, namely drive and ambition, honesty, charitable contribution, 
thrift and hard work.  Her home environment provided her with the opportunity to gain a 
secure sense of self, as well as a platform from which to practise her skills and fulfil her role 
within the Methodist and Grantham community.  As a result, Thatcher gained a great number 
of leadership skills, and the determination to learn and overcome obstacles.   
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Figure 6: Thatcher the scientist in the 1950s 
(The Guardian, 2013). 
Figure 7: Thatcher as Dartford 
Candidate in 1951 (The Guardian, 
2013). 
  
Moore (2013) recorded interviews with a great many contemporaries of Thatcher 
throughout her different stages of development, and most of the people interviewed 
highlighted the fact that Thatcher was an individual who stood out from the rest, mainly 
because of her determination and strong will.  At Somerville College, which was regarded as 
radical at the time Thatcher attended, Thatcher was known to be "set as steel as a 
Conservative" and showed a determination not to conform (Moore, 2013, p. 45).  This is 
indicative of a person who has clarity about her identity, and who was not easily 
impressionable.   
By instinct and upbringing I was always a 'true blue' Conservative.  No matter how 
 many left-wing books I read or left-wing commentaries I heard, I never doubted 
 where my political loyalties lay.  Such an admission is probably unfashionable. But... 
 I always knew my mind. (Thatcher, 1995, p. 28) 
 
The example above can be interpreted as Thatcher not only being convinced of her 
political views, but can also be translated into having a secure identity and purpose.  "Self-
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reliance and personal independence have been (Thatcher's) most consistent themes down the 
years, and she herself is a living and thriving example of what those qualities can achieve" 
(Lewis, 1975, pp. 156-157). 
The question arises whether Thatcher found her identity in work to the point of 
becoming a thoughtless slave to it.  Based on the information available, it would appear as if 
Thatcher was a non-conformist, or, as she (1993, 1995) describes herself, a ‘conviction 
politician’.  This is indicative of a person who was driven by her principles, and who was 
willing to take a stand for what she believed in.  It would therefore seem as if Thatcher was 
essentially not driven by work per se, but rather by her convictions about what is required to 
build a society that is beneficial to the people of Britain.   
Fanatacism:  Erikson (1963a) explains that there is a risk that a person becomes 
involved in a particular role or society to the point where they might over-identify with a 
particular group or subculture, and then suffer a complete loss of identity, which inhibits 
personal growth and tolerance of others, and leads to the maladaptive tendency of 
‘fanatacism’.   
Some of Thatcher’s contemporaries and acquaintances alluded to her fanatic belief in 
her own personal power (Abse, 1989), and the impression she gave of wanting to work in 
isolation (Moore, 2013).  Thatcher’s commitment to her role and her beliefs might appear 
fanatic to some.  However, for the purposes of this study, a consideration of her behaviour in 
terms of Erikson’s (1963a) definition of fanaticism is required to refute or prove this 
maladaptive tendency.  As previously mentioned, Thatcher (1993, 1995) labelled herself as a 
‘conviction politician’, as opposed to a ‘consensus politician’.  She therefore described 
herself as unique, and being able to make decisions based on her moral principles and values, 
and not on popular opinion to appease the masses.  It is therefore unlikely that she over-
identified with any particular group or subculture at the expense of her own identity, but 
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rather regarded herself as different from her peers because of her mindset.  It is the 
researcher’s opinion that it is unlikely that Thatcher suffered from ‘fanatacism’, but that she 
was, instead, driven to make a positive change in the society in which she lived.  Her 
fascination with politics is explained in the following extract from a television interview 
which took place on 2 October 1985: 
Interviewer:  But you did put a lot of energy, didn't you, into the work? 
 
Thatcher:  Yes, a fantastic amount, because I was fascinated with it.  People say: "Are 
 you interested in politics?"  "Were you interested in politics then?"  I was more than 
 interested in it.  It was a kind of fascination and it was partly because we had done all 
 of this reading and discussing, partly because they were cataclysmic times with the 
 rise of Hitler and that war and how could it be that having learned so much from 
 history, a tyrant had still come to power and we still had to enter upon war to beat 
 him?  So it was a total fascination.  I could not get away from it.  That is much more 
 the real thing. (Thatcher, 1985) 
 
Role confusion.  Based on the above information about Thatcher, any doubts about 
her not having a clear sense of who she was, and what her role in society was, are refuted.  
However, Moore (2013) describes one incident where Thatcher was uncertain of her 
continued dedication to a career in politics when she entered the Cabinet for the first time in 
1970, in the role of Secretary of State for Education and Science.  At that time, a review of 
public spending was announced, and in her new role, Thatcher suggested that schools cut the 
provision of free milk to pupils older than seven (Lewis, 1975).  This decision enraged 
nutrition experts, social workers, the National Union of Teachers and Child Poverty Action 
Group, and her political opponents.  Moreover, this decision earned her the titles of 'Margaret 
Thatcher, milk snatcher', and 'The most unpopular woman in Britain' in the British papers 
(Moore, 2013).  Thatcher was branded as unpopular and unsympathetic, whilst her political 
opponents publicly exploited her vulnerable position by commenting about this in the press.  
Subsequently, the public mood turned against her, causing her much anguish, as was evident 
in her memoirs in later years:  
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Once a politician is given a public image by the media, it is almost impossible for him 
 to shed it.  At every important stage of his career, it steps between him and the public 
 so that people seem to see and hear not the man himself but the invented personality 
 to which he has been reduced. (Thatcher, 1995, p. 470) 
 
This event brought Thatcher to a career crossroads, and made her reflect on whether 
she wanted to continue, and thus open herself up to similar, harsh criticism when she would 
have to make inevitable controversial decisions in the future.  Thatcher questioned her own 
resilience.  However, she weighed up her options and decided that her dream of a political 
career was worth pursuing (Moore, 2013).   
Repudiation.  Erikson (1963a) states that a person’s lack of identity and reluctance to 
select and commit to roles could potentially result in the malignant tendency of ‘repudiation’.   
As previously discussed, Thatcher had a clear sense of identity from a young age.  
There is ample confirmation that her parents and home environment contributed to her sense 
of self, as they encouraged getting involved in community work, individual thinking and 
stimulating discussions on a number of topics.  Alfred was very supportive of Thatcher's 
dreams of going to Oxford, and it can be speculated that he was proud of Thatcher's 
involvement in politics firstly through her membership of OUCA, but also in her career 
beyond.  In an interview for a newspaper on 22 April 1975, Thatcher explains how her father 
motivated her to select and commit to roles within the community in order to make a 
difference:  
I remember my father saying to me, ‘if you think that something needs doing it is not 
 enough to make a speech in the market place, protest about things as they are, but then 
 say the state must do something about it.  You ought to be prepared to take some kind 
 of action which involves you in doing something or giving something yourself’.  So 
 you have the duty to make the general life of the town or village and country in which 
 you live as good as it can be for yourself and everyone else. (Thatcher, 1975) 
 
Thatcher bought into her father's opinion of 'giving yourself', and of a practical 
approach to bring about positive change, evident in the fact that she was relentless in her 
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pursuit of a political career, and remained in the position of PM for three terms.   These 
factors illustrate that Thatcher did not develop the malignant tendency of ‘repudiation’.   
Fidelity.  'Fidelity' is evident in a person's commitment towards a specific identity of 
their choice (Erikson, 1963a), and entails that a person lives according to the standards set by 
society, whether imperfect, incomplete or inconsistent.   
Thatcher displayed great fidelity in her life, specifically with regards to her political 
career and the choices she deemed necessary to bring about positive change.  As discussed 
above, she came to a significant turning point in her political career when she was secretary 
for Education and Science in 1970.  Her handling of this setback illustrated the manner in 
which she resolved the crisis of identity versus role confusion.     
After being elected as Tory leader five years later, Thatcher had an interview with one 
of the national newspapers, and explained her resoluteness in running for leadership, and the 
anticipated behaviour of her opponents, who were likely to use the press as vehicle to bring 
about her failure:  
But the one thing which I seemed to have was the power to make a decision when a 
 decision had to be made.  That is how it came out.  I ran alone, regardless of the 
 consequences.  Curiously enough, you have no hesitation about the big things in life.  
 It seemed as if life was going to be very difficult for us the moment we had 
 announced we were going to run.  The press come in on you, you have no privacy.  
 And I well remember saying to my family, "Now look, that's the way they want it to 
 happen.  They want this kind of badgering to make us retreat.  They are not going to 
 win.  I am not going to be beaten by these tactics.  We'll go through with it whatever 
 happens.  We'll ride it."  I'd had very good training at the Department of Education for 
 this.  They were not going to wear me down. (Thatcher, 1975) 
 
 
Stage VI: Intimacy versus isolation (young adulthood, 21-40 years). 
"Women have a special bent as technicians in human relationships" 
(Thatcher, 1949b) 
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Summary of theoretical tenets. 
During this developmental stage, young adults experience conflict between achieving 
intimacy and remaining in isolation.  A healthy resolution of this conflict leads to the ego 
strength or virtue of love.  The main developmental task in this stage is that of achieving 
intimacy, as opposed to remaining in isolation.  Young adults have the ability to love, commit 
to, and have intimate relationships with significant others, which leads to the ego strength of 
'love'.  'Love' is characterised by mutual and reciprocal commitments between equals 
(Markstrom & Kalmanir, 2001) and is evident in a range of romantic, sexual and social 
relationships.  
Erikson (1963a) states that young adults who have the tendency to become intimate 
too freely and easily, without any depth to the connection between them, may develop the 
maladaptation of 'promiscuity'.  Additionally, a developmental deficit within this stage 
manifests itself when young adults are unable to develop intimacy, or avoid the experience of 
intimacy because of a fear of ego loss, which leads to distantiation or exclusivity of the self.  
A fear of commitment in this stage can be regarded as an example of immaturity and, as 
young adults' awareness of their isolation continue to develop, self-absorption is likely to 
follow, and could possibly develop into the malignancy of 'exclusivity' (Erikson, 1963a).   
 
Thatcher’s life story. 
As a result of Thatcher's involvement in OUCA, a number of social opportunities 
opened up for her.  Although information about Thatcher's romantic involvements is limited, 
she confirmed that she was generally attracted to older men who had great minds and 
character and whom she regarded as glamorous (Thatcher, 1995).  One such man was Neil 
Findlay (described earlier).  Mention is also made of Tony Bray, an army cadet with a 
bourgeois background, who pursued a special six-month course at Oxford, and whom 
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Thatcher met through OUCA (Moore, 2013).  Although they never appeared together as a 
couple, and Thatcher denied having any relationship before meeting her husband, Denis, she 
spent much time with Bray, and invited him to her parents' home for one weekend.  Bray 
described Thatcher as thoughtful, a good conversationalist, and an old-fashioned 
Conservative girl with an unusual enthusiasm for politics, but having an air of loneliness 
about her (Moore, 2013).  Their relationship appeared to have petered out when Bray's course 
ended and his full military training commenced in Dorset.  According to Moore (2013),  
Muriel believed that the relationship came to an end because Bray discriminated against 
Thatcher for her humble background. 
Thatcher entered the world of work after the war ended.  Her first career role was that 
of a research chemist at a plastics company, but she did not enjoy this position much, and was 
contemplating reading for the Bar (Thatcher, 1995).  She lived in Colchester at the time, 
joined the local Conservative Association, and was soon invited to be a regular speaker at 
their events.  She was also selected to go to the Party Conference in 1948 as representative of 
the Oxford Conservative Graduates' Association, where she met up with an old Oxford friend 
and mentor, John Grant, and shared her dream of pursuing a career in politics.  Shortly 
afterwards, Grant recommended Thatcher to the chairman of the Dartford Conservative 
Association, who was without a suitable parliamentary candidate at that time.  The Dartford 
constituency was a safe Labour majority area at that stage, therefore the Conservatives 
needed someone who would be prepared to fight and take risks in order for them to make an 
impression in the local community.  They believed Thatcher, aged twenty-three, would be 
such a person, and selected her as candidate, trusting that she would attract the attention from 
the younger generation, and in so doing, help them win the election (Thatcher, 1995).   
The constituents regarded Thatcher as upper-class educationally, but ‘one of their 
own’ in terms of her person (Moore, 2013).  She was able to sincerely connect with ‘the 
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lowest of the low’, and became famous for reiterating the recovery of personal responsibility, 
the empowerment of women, rejection of governmental control, and the need for families to 
save and invest their monies, as she disliked the dependency cultivated by the system (Moore, 
2013).  However, Thatcher's greatest appeal was her call for effort, success and the recovery 
of national greatness (Moore, 2013).  Moore (2013) states that Thatcher's tone throughout her 
political career was one of a sad lament at the decline of Britain, but a romantic belief in the 
greatness of the country.  Thatcher’s work ethic was described in her own words (as cited in 
Moore, 2013, p. 97), “I should carry out my task to the utmost of my ability, allowing myself 
no rest until the duties which fell to my lot were complete”.  For Thatcher, her Dartford 
selection revealed to her the extent of her political talents, which set her on the course of her 
political life (Moore, 2013).  Work-wise though, she was unhappy, and was unsuccessfully 
applying for new opportunities.   
After the Dartford adoption ceremony, which is the first opportunity for a candidate to 
impress herself on the rank and file of the local Association (Thatcher, 1995), Thatcher met 
Denis Thatcher, a divorcee, and ten years her senior.  He had a successful wartime career as 
staff officer, and returned to the Dartford area to look after the family business.  Denis was a 
cut above Thatcher socially (Moore, 2013), and happened to be one of the local businessmen 
approached by the Dartford Conservative Association to stand as candidate during Thatcher's 
application, but he declined, as he did not want a political career, despite being quite active 
politically (Moore, 2013).   
Thatcher’s Dartford candidacy required that she rearranged her life, and she managed 
to secure a role as a research chemist in a food company in London.  However, as with her 
previous role, she did not have much interest in it, and little career ambition for it (Moore, 
2013).  Thatcher worked tirelessly during her first election campaign, but, despite doing 
better than the average Tory candidate before her, she did not manage to beat the Labour 
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candidate in 1950.  Undeterred, she remained in Dartford, and decided to stand for a second 
time.  Additionally, she started reading for the Bar.  It was during this time that her father 
first started complaining that his daughter did not have much time for her family anymore 
(Moore, 2013).   
During Thatcher's second term as Dartford candidate, she dated Robert Henderson, 
and, although she was smitten with him and they spent much time together, they both 
publicly denied ever being romantically involved.  From personal correspondence written by 
both Thatcher and her father (as cited in Moore, 2013), it would appear that Henderson never 
proposed to Thatcher, which she attributed to the age difference of circa twenty years 
between them.  Whilst dating Henderson, Denis would take Thatcher out for dinner, but it 
was not until two years later, when Thatcher and Henderson were no longer together, that 
Denis surprised Thatcher by proposing.  Denis, a quiet man, stated that he liked Thatcher for 
being different from other women, and deemed her to be beautiful, charming and having a 
powerful mind (Moore, 2013).   
Moore (2013) stipulates that Thatcher found her true meaning in being a productive 
member of society.  Between 1950 and 1951, she grew in stature as a candidate and was 
regarded as a rising figure in the Conservative Party.  As she was resolutely focused on 
reaching her goals, she never wanted to waste time, and constantly tried to improve her 
performance by being available for whatever needed to be done, including weekend speaking 
engagements.  Thatcher lost her second election campaign in 1951, and consequently decided 
not to stand for Dartford again, although she had no intention of leaving politics (Thatcher, 
1995).  After that, she tried to stand for Canterbury (1952) and later Orpington (1954/1955), 
and was shortlisted as candidate, but was unsuccessful in her application.  However, 
developments in her personal life meant that Thatcher’s political career did not go forward 
quite as fast as she had hoped, although it did not stifle her political fervour (Moore, 2013). 
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Thatcher was married in 1951, and enjoyed newly married life (Thatcher, 1993).  
According to Moore (2013), her wedding to Denis improved her social status and financial 
situation tremendously.  Denis was supportive of Thatcher's political aspirations and 
encouraged her to finalise her legal qualification.  They lived in a flat in London, and 
Thatcher started practising as a barrister when the twins were still young, and she was often 
criticised for this decision by her peers, who said that Thatcher was rejecting of the values of 
a traditional, conservative woman (Leung, 1997; Pearce, 2012).  However, Moore (2013) 
states that Thatcher was a concerned and conscientious mother, who was also driven and 
career-oriented, and who believed that she could successfully combine the two roles with 
meticulous planning and good time management.  Thatcher (1995) was convinced that she 
would be a better mother and better companion to her husband if she were able to spend at 
least eight hours per day at work. 
Thatcher suffered a lot of prejudice against her in the field of law, which required 
double the efforts put in by her male counterparts, but Thatcher persisted, as she knew that 
the Bar was a good entrée to politics, and, with increasing knowledge about tax-related 
matters, her interest in a parliamentary career deepened (Moore, 2013).  It was not long 
before her political career intervened, and she 'gave in to the temptation’ of trying for several 
seats.  Eventually, in 1958, Thatcher was shortlisted for the Maidstone seat but was not 
considered due to her gender (Moore, 2013).  In the same year, she applied at Finchley, North 
London, and was endorsed as a candidate, despite a number of people who held out against 
her for being a woman.  At that time, during which she was upwardly mobile, the 
Conservatives were in a very good position under the leadership of Prime Minister Harold 
Macmillan.  Moore (2013) states that the post-war austerity was over by then, and Britain 
benefited from a number of new initiatives in terms of the housing, industrial and agricultural 
sector.   
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Figure 8: Thatcher on her wedding day in 
1951 (The Guardian, 2013). 
Figure 9: Thatcher with her twins in 1953 
(The Guardian, 2013). 
 
 “One of Mrs Thatcher’s best political gifts, born of a rather surprising lack of self-
confidence and a female conscientiousness, was never to take anything for granted.  If her 
party risked complacency, she did not” (Moore, 2013, p. 139).  In 1959, Thatcher won her 
first election campaign as Conservative candidate of Finchley, and retained this seat until her 
retirement in 1992. 
 
Discussion of the sixth stage. 
Intimacy.  People have a strong interest in independence and freedom but also the 
need to connect.  Erikson (1978) emphasises that a person's identity needs to be firmly 
established before sharing that identity with another person.   
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When considering Thatcher's life, a certain ambivalence exists: She had a traditional 
upbringing, with traditional, Methodist values which she adhered to throughout her life, but 
yet she was thoroughly modern, and not adhering to the social norms in her outlook on 
marriage and family life.  The notion of marriage existed for Thatcher, but her focus at this 
stage was primarily on achieving the career goals she had set for herself, and not giving 
specific thought about her relationship with Denis, whom she had been dating for some time 
before he proposed to her.   
When Denis asked me to be his wife, I thought long and hard about it.  I had so much 
 set my heart on politics that I really hadn't figured marriage in my plans.  I suppose I 
 pushed it to the back of my mind and simply assumed that it would occur of its own 
 accord at some time in the future.  I know that Denis too, because a wartime marriage 
 had ended in divorce, only asked me to be his wife after much reflection.  But the 
 more I considered, the surer I was.  There was only one possible answer.  More than 
 forty years later I know that my decision to say 'yes' was one of the best I ever made. 
 (Thatcher 1995, p. 67) 
 
The above extract supports the idea of Thatcher having an established sense of 
identity and purpose, in addition to having a rational and measured approach to making 
important decisions, such as choosing a life partner.  Denis had a similar approach to 
choosing Thatcher as a life partner, and they were both willing to give up their freedom and 
independence for the advantages a lifelong, intimate partnership would provide them.  They 
were two autonomous individuals, who, through their ability to trust and support each other, 
were able to honour their commitment of marriage for over fifty years, until Denis's death in 
2003.   
Promiscuity.  'Promiscuity' as maladaptation, refers to what Erikson (1963a) describes 
as the tendency to become intimate too freely and easily, without any depth to the connection 
made between these two individuals.   
Not much is known about Thatcher's romantic relationships, but in correspondence 
with her sister, Thatcher periodically provided snippets of information about her 'attachments' 
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to three men before marrying Denis, although she later denied ever having them (Moore, 
2013).  Comments from two of these men revealed that there was an element of pity for 
Thatcher, and that she might have assigned more value to their friendships than they did, 
which could have been indicative of a lack of depth in these friendships.  However, no 
mention was made of Thatcher revealing personal information about herself too freely and 
too easily, and, given Thatcher's reputation for keeping her personal matters out of the public 
eye, it is unlikely that she would have shared too much personal information with them, and 
therefore the maladaptation of 'promiscuity' would not be applicable to her. 
Isolation.  When a person has a heightened sense of isolation, they may display 
intolerance towards others, and unwillingness to trust and form relationships that require 
sacrifice and compromise (Hamacheck, 1988).   
Growing up, Thatcher had had a number of meaningful relationships.  By Thatcher’s 
(1995) own admission, these friendships did not necessarily include romantic relationships. 
In a newspaper interview of 14 November 1971, she described some of her friendships: 
I'm more at ease with people older than myself.  I always used to get on with older 
 people, it's been a tendency all my life.  I don't know why exactly, maybe because I 
 was the youngest in the family and then I was always very close to my father...  The 
 nice thing is that one goes on making friends all one's life.  We draw friends from a 
 lot of sources…  Chelsea friends and constituency friends and friends we know in 
 Kent.  There are friends from the days when I was doing chemistry at Oxford.  I don't 
 have a best friend, no.  I suppose my sister is my best friend, but then she's my sister 
 and maybe that doesn't count, though it doesn't follow that relatives will be friends as 
 well.  My old schoolfriends I don't see much of, they're a long way away.  They didn't 
 come to the big city, that's the difference.  One great schoolfriend went and did 
 domestic science after school and I never see her now, but I'm still in touch, especially 
 with her parents and I would regard them as friends.  It's really someone who's known 
 a large slice of your life. (Thatcher, 1971) 
 
Thatcher’s position as PM severely impacted her social life, due to a lack of time.  
This resulted in her building relationships with those who worked closely with her, such as 
Ronnie Millar, and whom she saw often, or those of similar political views, such as Ronald 
Reagan, President of the United States, with whom she had an instant connection (Thatcher, 
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1995).  There is an indication that Thatcher has progressively developed a sense of isolation 
throughout her terms in office, but this may be regarded as a normal, self-protective response 
to the criticism she received from her peers, the Opposition, the press and general public.  It 
would be prudent, however, to distinguish between business relationships and friendships in 
Thatcher’s case.  It is the researcher’s opinion that Thatcher’s isolation in terms of 
intolerance and inflexibility as described by Hamacheck (1988), would be directed at 
business associates, mainly because they opposed her, rather than significant people in her 
life, such as Denis and Muriel.  Based on this, it can be concluded that Thatcher did not 
develop a sense of isolation.   
Exclusivity.  Erikson (1978) explicates that individuals who isolate themselves from 
love, friendship and community are at risk of cultivating a certain hatefulness as 
compensation for their loneliness, and thus develop the malignancy of ‘exclusion’.   
Thatcher had been raised to be involved in community life, and she entered the world 
of politics to make a positive difference to others.  She actively pursued this dream, and 
implemented a number of radical changes as a result of this.  It can therefore be concluded 
that there is no evidence that Thatcher developed ‘exclusivity’ as malignancy.  Active 
involvement was a driving force in her life. 
Love.  When a person successfully negotiates this stage, the ego strength of ‘love’ is 
gained (Erikson, 1963a), which is characterised by reciprocal trust, commitment, and 
behaviour that promotes the positive and satisfactory development of all parties.   
Arguably the greatest friendship and love relationship Thatcher experienced for the 
largest part of her life, was with her husband, Denis.  Their marriage lasted over fifty years, 
during which time both supported each other emotionally and physically.  Their devotion to 
each other was significant, and was characterised by a number of shared rituals, for instance, 
Thatcher never left home in the morning without fixing Denis’s breakfast (Lewis, 1975), and 
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most evenings after work, he would pour them drinks, whilst Thatcher prepared dinner.  One 
could argue that Thatcher’s position as PM and her sometimes overbearing, combative style 
would be intimidating, but Denis did not appear to be daunted by this; instead, "(he) provided 
what might be called a pleasure principle that (Thatcher's) upbringing had almost entirely 
lacked.  He too was a hard worker, but he enjoyed life, and he would help her enjoy it" 
(Moore, 2013, p. 109).  In Thatcher's (1993, p. 22) words, "Being prime minister is a lonely 
job.  In a sense, it ought to be: you cannot lead from the crowd.  But with Denis there I was 
never alone.  What a man.  What a husband.  What a friend". 
It appears, however, that Thatcher’s marriage went through a difficult time in 1964, 
which made her feel uncertain of Denis’s continued interest therein.  Carol, their daughter (as 
cited in Moore, 2013), explained that her father suffered a nervous breakdown as a result of 
extreme financial pressure that year, and consequently travelled to South Africa to recuperate.  
Thatcher was unsure whether Denis would be returning to them (Moore, 2013).  Eventually, 
after two months, Denis returned and sold his company for a good capital sum, and 
afterwards, he was offered a role in the new takeover company, which eased some of the 
pressure he felt at that time.  Although Thatcher never confirmed this story, she mentioned 
that this was a time of uncertainty and stress for her personally (Moore, 2013).   
Denis died from pancreatic cancer in 2003.  The effect of his death on Thatcher was 
profound, and led to her turning into a recluse, avoiding public appearances altogether.  
 
Early Political Career and Prime Minister Years  
Stage VII: Generativity versus stagnation (40-60 years). 
"I have a passion for Britain, for the spirit of the people, for their character"  
(Thatcher, 1991) 
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Summary of theoretical tenets. 
During this developmental stage, adults experience conflict between generativity and 
stagnation. A healthy resolution of this conflict leads to the ego strength or virtue of 'caring'.  
The main developmental task in this stage is cultivating a balance between generativity and 
stagnation.  Adults in this stage are in a position to expand their personal and social 
involvement and responsibilities by giving assistance to others.  This outward focus is 
emphasised through the concept of 'generativity', which refers to a person's concern with and 
caring for the life cycles of others, one's progeny, such as children and projects, and oneself 
(Marcia, 2014), thereby leaving a legacy through building and investing in those individuals.  
Adults who are productive members of society through their generativity, develop the ego 
strength of 'caring'.   
Individuals in this stage may also develop maladaptations, which is referred to as 
'overextension', and is evident when adults are excessively generative in the care they provide 
to others, but finding little enjoyment in these acts, or deprive themselves from relaxation and 
having time for themselves.  Erikson (1963a) describes the counterpart of generativity as 
'stagnation', highlighting the fact that adults who are not productive members of society, 
regress to becoming stagnant, self-absorbed, and with an inward focus.  In its extreme form, 
individuals who stagnate to a point where they do not fulfil any specific role in developing 
the next generation, are likely to develop the malignant tendency of 'rejectivity' (Erikson, 
1963a).   
 
Thatcher’s life story. 
When Thatcher won the Finchley seat in 1959, at the age of thirty-four, she became a 
Member of Parliament (Thatcher, 1993).  She was the youngest woman ever to have been 
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made a minister in Britain, and the first with a young family when she was appointed (Moore, 
2013).  
From 1961 to 1964, Thatcher was in a junior government post usually given to 
women, namely under-secretary at the Ministry of Pensions and National Insurance (MPNI), 
which taught her how welfare worked, and why government spent so much money (Lewis, 
1975; Purvis, 2013).  During her time at the MPNI, Thatcher would often argue a case 
cleverly through the detail, but without apparent human feeling, and so the notion of her 
heartlessness was born (Moore, 2013).  Thatcher delved into the intricacies of the welfare 
state and came across a report relating to economic reform, which was produced by the 
coalition government under Churchill in 1942.  This report made a lasting impression on 
Thatcher, and contained the principles which she became famous and infamous for, namely 
that people's needs be answered, idleness discouraged and independence not crushed (Moore, 
2013).   
Labour won the General Elections of 1964, with the implication of Thatcher moving 
to 'shadow roles'.  The Shadow Cabinet is the alternative cabinet to that of the governing 
party, and members of the Shadow Cabinet 'shadow' each member of the appointed Cabinet 
of the governing party (Thatcher, 1993).  During the six years of opposition until the General 
Elections in 1970, Thatcher had six shadow roles, namely junior spokesperson for Pensions, 
followed by Housing and Land, and then Treasury affairs (Thatcher, 1995).  After that, her 
roles in the Shadow Cabinet included being spokesperson for Fuel and Power, Transport and 
lastly Education (Thatcher, 1995).  Thatcher gained a reputation for her ability to remember 
large volumes of information, her industry, her combativeness and her aversion to retreat and 
compromise (Evans, 2009).  Despite this, she had still not moved into the innermost circles of 
the Conservative Party (Moore, 2013).  During these years, Thatcher became increasingly 
convinced that Britain was faring miserably under post-war socialism and the power of the 
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state, and emphasised the need for economic freedom, and the responsibility of the individual 
in this process (Moore, 2013).    
The Conservatives, under the leadership of Edward (Ted) Heath, won the General 
Elections of 1970, with the implication of Thatcher entering the Cabinet for the first time, as 
Secretary of State for Education and Science (Thatcher, 1995).  As described earlier, 
Thatcher gained much negative press for her spending cuts in this role.  From the early 1970s, 
the government was immersed in industrial disputes with the National Union of 
Mineworkers, which resulted in organised strikes from the miners, power cuts, and a three-
day working week to conserve energy.  During that time, the government went from one 
crisis to the next, and was defeated in the General Election in 1974 (Nicoll, 2013; Purvis, 
2013), leaving a legacy of inflation and industrial strife (Pearce, 2012; Thatcher, 1993).   
When the Party lost the election, belief in the Party's leadership and ability to govern 
effectively, dwindled, and there was growing unrest, but no immediate action taken to depose 
Heath (Pearce, 2012).  At that time (1974), Thatcher was made shadow Environment 
Secretary, a role which included Housing and Local Taxation, and continued to be plagued by 
prejudice against her social background and gender, which made her an outsider to the Tories' 
higher circles (Moore, 2013).  Nevertheless, Thatcher's public profile and popularity 
increased when she suggested that individual buyers occupying council houses should be able 
to buy their own homes (Evans, 2009, 2010; Monaghan, 2001).  By that time, Heath was set 
on retaining this position, but party members started looking for alternative candidates, and 
eventually approached Thatcher.  In an attempt to weaken his opponents for Party leadership, 
Heath announced a change in the Shadow Cabinet (Moore, 2013), and Thatcher was given 
the role of number two Treasury spokesperson, which was a step down for her, but she 
continued working and learning more about the Treasury processes.  Thatcher entered the 
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Figure 10: Thatcher on her first day as Conservative leader in 1975 (The Guardian, 2013). 
 
demanding race for Conservative Leadership, which Heath believed he would get, and, to  
Thatcher's surprise, she won, and was made Leader of the Opposition in 1975.  The 
significance of Thatcher being chosen as the new Conservative leader was captured by the 
following words:  
The oldest, grandest, in many people's eyes the stuffiest political party in the world 
 had chosen a leader whose combination of class, inexperience and sex would 
 previously have ruled her out...  Apart from anything else, the instant change in verbal 
 and visual style produced by a woman leader was bewildering.  Moore (2013, p. 296) 
 
The winter of 1978/9 highlighted the many problems Britain suffered with trade 
unions and became known as the 'Winter of Discontent'.  When Labour tried to control 
inflation by capping pay rates, strikes were called by the unions (Pearce, 2012), which 
resulted in massive disruptions around the country, with refuse collectors and grave diggers 
refusing to work, trains being disrupted, and hospital entrances being blocked (Nicoll, 2013).  
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Furthermore, Britain was hit by icy temperatures, which made it impossible for some people 
to go to work, resulting in pay loss, and weakening the already weak economy.  Thatcher 
took a stand, and called for stricter legislation against trade unions, which strengthened her 
position when a General Election was called in May 1979 (Moore, 2013).  By that time, 
Britain had a reputation for having a weak economy, emphasised by the fact that Labour 
borrowed monies from the International Monetary Fund (IMF) (Moore, 2013; Nicoll, 2013).   
With Britain in a state of disruption, and the British people dissatisfied with the 
governing Labour Party, the Conservatives won the election convincingly in 1979, and 
Thatcher was made Prime Minster (PM), aged fifty-three (Pearce, 2012; Thatcher 1993).  
Thatcher became an important role model for aspiring women during that time (Lewis, 1975), 
although, throughout her tenure as PM, she never regarded women deserving of different 
treatment, as she did not regard them as separate entities (Leung, 1997; Purvis, 2013; Segal, 
2014).   
Thatcher's first term as PM lasted from 1979 to 1983.  She set out to reverse the 
earlier national decline, and restore the strength and freedom of the Western way of life, 
which had been compromised as a result of the War (Moore, 2013).  In a speech made at the 
Small Business Bureau Conference, Thatcher (1984) said, "I came to office with one 
deliberate intent: to change Britain from a dependent to a self-reliant society - from a give-it-
to-me, to a do-it-yourself nation".   
Thatcher's time in office was difficult from the start.  Within her first year as PM, 
there was a strike within the steel industry, followed by a decision to bail out a large 
nationalised car manufacturer, and rising unemployment rates.  Her responses to these factors  
aggrieved many in her camp, and they were convinced that Thatcher did not fully 
comprehend the issues at hand, nor did she heed their warnings (Moore, 2013).  Unrest was 
growing among Cabinet ministers about her revision of the economic policy, the increasingly  
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Figure 11: Thatcher on her first day as Prime Minister outside 10 Downing Street (The 
Guardian, 2013). 
 
stricter spending cuts across all public sectors and her efforts to bring nationalised industries 
under financial control (Moore, 2013; Morgan, 1990).  Thatcher grew in reputation for her 
prudence and her encouragement of privatisation, competition and the establishment of an 
enterprise culture, which eventually came to be known as 'Thatcherism' (Segal, 2014).  
Despite Thatcher's efforts, Britain's economy was at an all-time low, which prompted 
drastic changes to be made to the 1981 Budget (Morgan, 1990).  However, these policy 
changes led to an increase in the number of business failures, higher unemployment and 
inflation, and resulted in riots and general unrest, which threatened Thatcher's position as PM 
from within her party and the general public, and saw the country hitting a recession (Moore, 
2013).  To secure her position within her party, Thatcher made a few changes to her Cabinet 
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to surround herself with like-minded ministers who were not hesitant to effect drastic 
changes.  Gradually, the economy started recovering, resulting in a general feeling that the 
country was coming out of its recession the following year.     
In 1982, Argentina invaded the British colony of the Falkland Islands in the South 
Atlantic with very little warning, and much humiliation to Britain (as discussed earlier).  The 
struggle for the Falkland Islands started in 1690, and over the years had been under the 
control of Britain, France, Spain and Argentina, but was re-occupied by Britain in 1833 
(Moore, 2013).  Argentina tried to negotiate a deal to lease the Islands from Britain, but 
Thatcher and her Cabinet were opposed to this idea, hence the negotiations broke down and 
an impasse was reached.  Soon afterwards, Argentina invaded the Islands.  A few days later, 
Thatcher had gained the support from the United Nations Security Council for the right of 
self-defence and justified armed response, and a task force was sent to the Falklands (Moore, 
2013) and claimed back one of the Islands.  Thatcher worked closely with a number of 
individuals in the Defence Ministry, and, eventually, after Argentina had rejected a number of 
proposals for a resolution, the British forces were given permission for the onset of the land 
war (Moore, 2013).  Less than a month later, Argentina surrendered, and the Falkland Islands 
were once again under British government.   
At the onset of the Falklands war, the situation in Britain was grim, and Thatcher was 
unpopular (Morgan, 1990), but her leadership during this time established her personal 
mastery of the political scene, and convinced people of her special gifts of leadership (Moore, 
2013; Morgan, 1990).  In addition to bringing out her best qualities of courage, conviction 
and resolution, it also highlighted Thatcher’s less advertised qualities of being cautious and 
careful (Moore, 2013).  During the General Elections in 1982, the Conservatives won by a 
large majority, and Thatcher's second term as PM lasted from 1983 to 1987.  The Falklands  
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Figure 12: Thatcher visiting British troops on the Falkland Islands in 1983 (The Guardian, 
2013). 
 
victory catapulted Thatcher to popularity and a second electoral success, but it also gave her 
the (misguided) impression that her solitary leadership during the war was proof of her being 
most effective when she acted alone (Moore, 2013; Morgan, 1990).  She was convinced that 
she was the one who restored the inherent British greatness (Moore, 2013).  During her 
second term, Thatcher handled a number of conflicts and crises, such as the Miners' Strike 
and an assassination attempt against her.  However, the economy started looking better as a 
result of Thatcher's policy of economic liberalisation, in the form of privatisation.   
The Miners' Strike was a critical event that lasted from 1984 to 1985.  During 
Thatcher's first term as PM, she started working on a plan to manage the National Union of 
Mineworkers in order to prevent a repeat of strikes by the miners, which caused a lot of 
trouble in the country, and compromised the British economy (Moore, 2013).  She prepared 
for a battle with the unions, referring to them as 'the enemy within' (Monaghan, 2001; Moore, 
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2013).  In 1984, Thatcher ordered the closure of the 'uneconomic' coal mines (pits), which 
resulted in job losses and violent strikes with bloody clashes between police and miners 
(Nicoll, 2013; Purvis, 2013).  Despite this, Thatcher's government refused to negotiate with 
the unions, and implemented a number of employment acts (Purvis, 2014), which, in 
combination, 'defeated' the unions.  The miners were forced to return to work without any 
allowances made, many of them losing their jobs in the process, and creating a general 
feeling of demoralisation and the destruction of communities (Purvis, 2013).  Thatcher's 
handling of the Miners' Strike made her appear indifferent to the hardships of ordinary 
people, and resulted in her being regarded as a hate figure to many of the working class 
communities (Evans, 2009; Purvis, 2013; Segal, 2014).   
The Irish Republican Army (IRA) had a specific hatred for Thatcher, as she refused to 
meet their political demands during the hunger strikes in 1980 to 1981 (Moore, 2013). Whilst 
the Miners' Strike was still underway in 1984, the IRA tried to murder Thatcher and many of 
her Cabinet by bombing the hotel where they were staying at during the annual conference of 
the Conservative Party.  Although Thatcher was unhurt, and went on to deliver her speech the 
following day, some of her closest colleagues were injured and died. 
The British economy was much stronger when Thatcher was re-elected for her third 
term in 1987.  During this term, which lasted until 1990, Thatcher again instigated 
controversial measures to improve the economy (Purvis, 2013), including the ‘poll tax’, 
which was an unpopular local government taxation system for individuals in each household, 
and caused widespread unrest.  The implementation of this tax saw Thatcher's popularity 
decline, and eventually led to her undoing (Evans, 2009; Purvis, 2013). 
In 1989 and 1990, there was strife within the Conservatives about Britain's 
management of its currency in relation to the European Exchange Rate Mechanism (ERM), 
which eventually led to the resignation of the Chancellor of the Exchequer in 1989 (Purvis, 
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2013), and damaged Thatcher’s image and leadership.  Another blow came when the Foreign 
Secretary resigned over differing opinions regarding the European integration policy.  At that 
stage, Thatcher’s leadership of the Conservatives was in the balance – the Party voted, and 
she won the majority of the vote, but without a big enough margin to secure her position.  A 
second vote was required for Thatcher to continue as Leader, but when it was time to vote, 
many of her colleagues in the Cabinet were unsympathetic, and deserted her leadership.  
Thatcher withdrew and resigned in 1990, believing that she had been 'pushed out of office' 
(Purvis, 2013). 
 
Discussion of the seventh stage. 
Generativity.  Generativity refers to a person's concern with, and caring for the life 
cycles of others and oneself (Marcia, 2014), and that of leaving a legacy (Erikson, 1963a).   
Political figures are often portrayed as individuals only concerned with their 
reputation, with a hunger for power, and wanting to have a national and often global platform 
to voice their opinions.  In contrast, Thatcher's stance from the outset of her Conservative 
leadership, was working towards the betterment of Britain as a nation, acknowledging that 
this quest starts with her own contribution.  In a speech to the United States in 1975, she 
commented on a writer who said that Britain was a textbook case on how to ruin a country, 
by saying, "I do take some consolation that there is only one vowel sound difference between 
'ruin' and 'run' a country.  That small vowel sound is 'I'."  Thatcher was determined to make a 
positive difference to rebuild Britain.  Her vision for this task was captured in her first Party 
conference speech as Leader in 1975: 
Let me give you my vision: a man's right to work as he will, to spend what he earns, 
to own property, to have the state as servant and not as master - these are the British 
inheritance...  We must get private enterprise back on the road to recovery, not merely 
to spend as they choose, but to have more money to help the old and the sick and the 
handicapped...  We are coming, I think, to yet another turning point in our long 
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history.  We can go on as we have been going and continue down.  Or we can stop 
and - with a decisive act of will we can say 'Enough'. (Thatcher, as cited in Moore, 
2013, p. 26) 
 
Thatcher argued that creating a responsible society involves having firm standards in 
the pursuit of excellence, achieving solvency, and not disregarding tradition and experience 
for things that are still in the experimental stage (Moore, 2013).  In a television interview on 
18 September 1983, Thatcher's approach to changing society for the better, was clarified: 
Well they are eternal values.  All right sometimes they're called Victorian values.  
 They're much older than that.  They're eternal values and I think you and I - I have 
 only been in politics twenty four years as a Member of Parliament but I've been 
 fighting in politics very much longer - know that so much of politics is really trying to 
 combine two things.  It's how to take the very best values which are eternal of the past 
 and to conserve the very best built buildings, the very best values, and then blend 
 them in with the kind of changes which come in every age and it's all a mixture of 
 taking the best of the past, trying to add one's little bit to the future.  But you really 
 have the best framework and background for change when you have a stable society 
 and stable values.  We don't always live up to the best, who does?  But you recognise 
 the best and strive to it and try again. (Thatcher, 1983) 
 
She reiterated the need for traditional values to uphold and improve the standards in 
society when she was criticised for being an 'Iron Lady' during her time as Leader of the 
Opposition.  She gained this title from the Russians when she criticised their quest for world 
dominance through their military might during the Cold War, and their ideology of 
communism, saying that this was in contrast to Britain's values of wanting peace at that time, 
and the striving for capitalism (Moore, 2013).  Although the title was meant as an insult, 
Thatcher (as cited in Moore, 2013, p. 333) responded in a speech by saying, "Yes, I am an 
iron lady... if that's how they wish to interpret my defence of values and freedoms 
fundamental to our way of life".  This statement provides evidence of Thatcher's outward 
focus and social activism, of believing that the welfare of the community and future 
generations are built on actively protecting what is important.   
Thatcher's motives for wanting to be PM in order to serve, to improve Britain and 
leave a strong legacy, were illustrated by her resignation in 1990.  "I have concluded that the  
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Unity of the Party and the prospects of victory in a general election would be better served if 
I stood down" (Thatcher, 1993, p. 857).   
Thatcher's generativity towards her family was never a topic of much discussion.  
Although very controversial, Denis, as consort to Thatcher, was awarded the prestigious title 
of 'Baron' after his wife's resignation (Thatcher, 1995), which is a title normally given only to 
members of the Royal Family.  Some believe that this title was requested from Thatcher as a 
way to reward Denis for his loyal support and dedication to her and the country throughout 
her career.    
To this day, however, Thatcher is a controversial figure, with many people 
questioning her 'generativity' in terms of the effects of her reforms.  Some believe that 
Thatcher's abrasive presence fit awkwardly into politics, and essentially that she did not care 
about the lives of ordinary people (Thompson & Thompson, 1994).  People from within and 
outside her Party disagree with her suggested reforms, and question her means to the 'pursuit 
of excellence', whether her legacy was positive or negative, and whether her strict reforms 
would have a positive or negative impact on the British economy in the long run (Thompson 
& Thompson, 1994).   
Overextension.  The maladaptive tendency called 'overextension' refers to the 
tendency to be generative to the point where the individual has no time for themselves, for 
enjoyment, rest or relaxation (Erikson, 1980), which makes one question their psychosocial 
health and functionality.   
Being a PM for over eleven years, and coping with the constant pressure which is 
synonymous with this role, would have required immense staying power from Thatcher.  
This, in combination with her stringent work ethic, was likely to result in overextension, 
which inevitably took its toll on family life and Thatcher's health.  Throughout her life, 
Thatcher suffered from low blood pressure.  During her second trip to America in 1977, 
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Figure 13: Thatcher leaves Downing Street after formally tendering her resignation in 1990 
(The Guardian, 2013). 
 
before being elected as Prime Minster, she attended a dinner at which she nearly fainted, due 
to a combination of heat, exhaustion and low blood pressure, but she would not sit down, for 
being too polite and not wanting to appear weak (Moore, 2013).   
Thatcher's focus on parliamentary work also resulted in her gradual alienation from 
her  parents, although other contributing factors were offered for their lack of contact, such as 
her marriage to Denis, and his reported condescending way of speaking to them, Thatcher's 
different social class as a result of her marriage, and the physical distance between them 
(Moore, 2013).  When Thatcher's mother died in 1960, Alfred stayed with Thatcher for just 
over a month.  From personal correspondence with her sister, it was evident that Thatcher 
was inconvenienced by this, and wanted him to stay with her sister instead.  Moore (2013) 
reports that Alfred felt sorrowful and neglected before his death, lamenting that he did not 
have much contact with Thatcher anymore.  In one of his letters to Muriel, Alfred (as cited in 
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Moore, 2013) stated that Thatcher forgot his birthday because she was frantically busy with 
the Budget that day.   
Thatcher's controversial preoccupation with work, and the negative effects this had on 
her family life, was evident when her father passed away due to a heart condition in 1970 
(Moore, 2013).  Thatcher cleared her diary to attend the church service held for her father, 
but she was unable to go to the ensuing cremation, due to work commitments.  She 
subsequently travelled back to London, leaving her sister to oversee the procedures and play 
host to the guests (Moore, 2013).   
Ironically, it is Thatcher's relentless focus on work to the extent of not focusing on 
anything else, which alienated her from the British nation (Morgan, 1990).  Towards the end 
of her third election as PM, she gained a reputation of someone who was "remote from 
ordinary people, hardly ever catching a train, watching a film, or relaxing in a British holiday 
resort" (Morgan, 1990, p. 503). 
Stagnation.  'Stagnation' is the counterpart of generativity.  Adults who are not 
productive members of society, regress to becoming stagnant, self-absorbed, and with an 
inward focus, as they cease to be productive members of society.  Corey (2009) states that 
people who fail to achieve a sense of productivity and generativity, may experience 
psychological stagnation.   
Thatcher's upbringing was one where the individual's responsibility to improve the 
livelihood of others was highlighted, and where work was regarded as the antidote for all 
challenges.  "Throughout my deliberately busy life I had been able to find solace for personal 
disappointments by forgetting the past and taking up some new venture.  Work was my secret 
elixir" (Thatcher, 1995, p, 466).  
There is no evidence that Thatcher stagnated before her eighties.  Even after her 
resignation as PM in 1990, at the age of sixty-seven, she was engaged in public speaking 
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events until ill health prevented her from doing so in 2002, at the age of seventy-seven.  After 
Denis's death in 2003, and her subsequent withdrawal from public life, Thatcher was 
approached for interviews, and article-writing, which she granted when her health allowed 
her to do so.   
Rejectivity.  People who stagnate to the point of not fulfilling any specific roles in 
developing the next generation, are likely to develop the malignant tendency of 'rejectivity' 
(Erikson, 1963a).  
 'Rejectivity' is not a concept that would apply to Thatcher until late in her life, after 
she suffered a number of small strokes and dementia.  Her ill-health prevented her from being 
actively involved in the development of society; however, this occurred at the age of eighty-
five, two years before her death. 
Caring.  Santrock (2004) posits that people who are productive members of society 
through their generativity, develop the ego strength of 'caring', which can be extended to 
children and immediate family, the bigger society and parents.   
After Thatcher's resignation, which she believed would strengthen the Tory's political 
hold and would ensure that the positive reforms she implemented would continue to be 
enforced, her political work carried on.  Thatcher remained convinced that politics brought 
about the improvement of society in general, and that her efforts to effect change were not in 
vain.  She wrote two memoirs, with the main aim of providing the next generation of 
politicians with an understanding of what pertained during her political career, urging them to 
stay focused on their goals like she did (Thatcher, 1995).    
And it was no surprise to discover in some newspapers a very different account of the 
 record of my time as Prime Minister than I remembered or thought accurate.  It was 
 clear to me right from the start that this must be put right by giving my own account 
 in my memoirs...  And one thing that records do not do is 'speak for themselves', 
 however much politicians may wish they did.  Yet I did not see this so much as a 
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Figure 14: Thatcher at home in 1992 (The 
Guardian, 2013). 
Figure 15: Thatcher in 2009 (The Guardian, 
2013). 
 
means of self-justification - that was essentially between me, my conscience and the 
 Almighty.  Rather, and increasingly, I wanted to give encouragement to those who 
 thought and felt as I did, the next generation of political leaders and perhaps even the 
 ones after that, to keep their gaze fixed on the right stars. (Thatcher, 1995, pp. 466 - 
 467) 
 
 Additionally, after writing her memoirs, Thatcher offered all her papers on permanent 
loan to the Churchill Archive Centre, which is part of Churchill College, Cambridge 
University (Morris, 2013).  These papers contain details of her role in domestic and world 
events, and totalled one million, which were stored in three thousand archive boxes.  As 
Thatcher never kept a diary, she recognised that these papers would be of great significance 
in the future, as it contains details of a large part of British history and British heritage. 
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Figure 16: Denis and Thatcher in 2003 (The Guardian, 2013). 
 
At this stage in Thatcher's life, she (1995) conceded that action was required from the 
next generation - that she had 'served her purpose' in trying to effect the changes in Britain.  
To advance her legacy, and to continue improving Great Britain, she set up the Margaret 
Thatcher Foundation in 1991, with the purpose of advancing the cause of political and 
economic freedom.     
I decided that while I had the strength...  I would strive to influence the thinking of 
 peoples, if no longer the actions of government.  And I hoped that when I could no 
 longer fulfil that role myself my Foundation would do so for me. (Thatcher, 1995, p. 
 469) 
 
A consideration of the care provided by Thatcher also needs to include the love and 
care she felt towards her family and friends, specifically her sister and best friend, Muriel. 
Thatcher and Muriel exchanged letters from Thatcher's Oxford years and throughout her time 
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in office.  As Thatcher was such a private person, much personal information known about 
her today, was gleaned from her letters to Muriel (Moore, 2013).  This care to keep in touch 
with her sister, despite Thatcher's busy schedule, was indicative of the love and care she felt 
towards Muriel.  Those who knew her on a social level said that there was a different side to 
Thatcher than what was portrayed by the media.  In person, she was kind, had a good sense of 
humour, and had a sensitive and gentle side, as illustrated in the extract below:    
Margaret was a constant source of support and inspiration to me.  She defied her 
 doctor's orders and insisted on travelling to Washington to attend Ronnie's funeral 
 service, and remained at my side as we flew back across the country to California for 
 the burial ceremony at the Ronald Reagan Presidential Library.  Her magnificent 
 eulogy was one of the most heartwarming tributes my husband ever received. (Nancy 
 Reagan, as cited in Dale, 2005, p. 284) 
 
 
Post-Prime Minister Years, Pre-retirement and Retirement 
Stage VIII: Integrity versus despair (60 years - death). 
"Even melodramas have intervals"  
(Thatcher, 1995, p. 853) 
Summary of theoretical tenets. 
During this developmental stage, adults experience conflict between ego integrity and 
despair.  A healthy resolution of this conflict leads to the ego strength or virtue of 'wisdom'. 
The final stage in Erikson's (1950) theory commences after retirement, and introduces a time 
of life review, a loss of physical strength, a detachment from society and a revision of the 
sense of self and one's role within society (Erikson, 1963a).  The main developmental task in 
this stage is the development of ego integrity with a minimal amount of despair.  Ego 
integrity entails meaning-making of the self and the life lived, and being satisfied with life 
coming to an end.  Mature adults gain ego integrity as a result of successfully navigating the 
previous seven stages, regarding their lives as positive, and accepting the mistakes they have 
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made (Erikson, 1963a).  If, however, they regard one or more of the previous stages 
negatively, or the total worth of their lives as negative, mature adults may develop a 
preoccupation with their past and focus on their failures, regrets and disappointments, 
resulting in feelings of despair (Erikson, 1963a).  Another aspect which contributes to adults' 
potential development of despair, is the passing away of peers and friends and the subsequent 
realisation of one's own increased physical frailty (Erikson, 1963a).  The inevitability of 
death is likely to lead to feelings of despair.   
Adults who are unable to realistically accept and negotiate the difficulties of old age, 
develop the maladaptive tendency of 'presumption' (Erikson, 1963a).  Additionally, if they 
have a contempt of life, they are likely to experience despair at being unable to relive their 
lives in order to gain integrity.  Consequently, they hide their despair with the malignant 
tendency of 'disgust' (Erikson, 1963a).  
 
Thatcher’s life story. 
After her resignation in 1990, Thatcher felt she had to 'start again', and that retirement 
was not an option for her.  "I wanted and probably needed to earn a living.  In any case, I 
would have gone mad without work" (Thatcher, 1995, p. 465).  She remained an active 
political figure and public speaker.  Thatcher's opinion continued to be valued around the 
world as she went on speaking tours abroad, and she was instrumental in making important 
interventions in domestic British politics, specifically over Bosnia and the Maastricht Treaty 
(Thatcher, 1995). 
After resigning, Thatcher remained a Member of Parliament for Finchley, and she 
therefore had a place on the backbenches, to comment freely on whatever issues were under 
discussion in the Houses of Parliament.  She knew, however, that from a position of the 
backbenches, she would not be able to express herself freely like the other MPs, as it might 
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undermine her successor, John Major (Thatcher, 1995).  Consequently, she stood down as 
MP, and accepted a life peerage.  In 1992, she was appointed to the House of Lords as 
Baroness Thatcher of Kesteven (Thatcher, 1995), and took to writing two memoirs (as 
previously discussed) to describe her political experiences, and one more book a few years 
later, in which she explained her views of international politics.  In 1995, Thatcher was 
appointed to the highest order of chivalry as the Lady Companion of the Order of the Garter.   
Thatcher's health was starting to deteriorate, and after suffering numerous minor 
strokes, she ended her career in public speaking in 2002.  In 2003, Denis had suffered a 
number of health setbacks, which meant that he had to have heart bypass surgery.  A few 
months afterwards, he was diagnosed with pancreatic cancer, and passed away later that year.  
Denis's death had a devastating effect on Thatcher.  At his funeral, her anguish and mental 
confusion were such that Thatcher was uncertain whether she was attending her father's or 
husband's funeral (Moore, 2013).  Thatcher withdrew from public life after this event, and 
became a recluse.  Purvis (2013) states that Thatcher's years after Denis's demise have been 
increasingly lonely, and, because of her dementia, she would often talk to Denis without 
realising that he was no longer next to her.   
Not much is known about Thatcher's private life from 2003 onwards, apart from the 
fact that she suffered from deteriorating health.  Her 80th birthday was celebrated in 2005, 
with a guest list of 600 people, including Queen Elizabeth II, Tony Blair, and family and 
friends.  When 10 Downing Street held a birthday celebration for her 85th year in 2010, 
Thatcher was unable to attend due to illness.  In 2011, her office in the House of Lords was 
permanently closed, marking the end of her political career and public life. Thatcher died on 
8 April 2013 at The Ritz Hotel, London, looked after by her care staff and the staff at the 
hotel (Purvis, 2013). 
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Discussion of the eighth stage. 
Integrity.  'Ego integrity', according to Erikson (1963a), involves being satisfied or 
content with the fact that life is coming to an end.  It involves a meaning-making of the self 
and the life lived, an acceptance of mistakes made, and an understanding of how things fit 
together.   
A person can look back at their life with a sense of satisfaction, completion and 
appreciation of having a meaningful life (Erikson, 1963a).  Thatcher's assessment of herself 
as mother and spouse at the end of her life will remain hidden, as she did not use a personal 
diary.  However, her assessment of her career was summarised in her 1995 memoirs, and 
depicts an overall satisfaction with what she has managed to achieve.  
The very act of writing memoirs has forced me not only to be more introspective than 
 I like, but even to look at my life as some sort of completed work...  So what is the 
 best epitaph that a living politician can reasonably aspire to?  The question answers 
 itself - dustily.  But a fair verdict must begin with asking what is the most that any 
 human being can achieve in life.  We are told on good authority that all human 
 achievement is built on sand.  Both our triumphs and our tragedies are transient.  We 
 cannot foresee, let alone determine, the future.  The most that we can achieve in our 
 private lives is to hand on better prospects to our children; it is up to them to build on 
 those prospects.  Similarly, as Prime Minister, the most I could aspire too was to hand 
 on to my successor a better country than the one I had inherited in 1979's Winter of 
 Discontent.  I worked hard to do so and, along with some disappointments, I can 
 claim many successes.  By 1990, the British people were freer, more prosperous, less 
 torn by civil strife, and enjoying better prospects for world peace than at any time 
 since the First World War. (Thatcher, 1995, p. 604) 
 
Presumption.  'Presumption' as maladaptive tendency, emerges when a person 
'presumes' to have ego integrity without a realistic acceptance and negotiation of the very real 
difficulties of old age.   
The above extract illustrates the realistic nature of Thatcher's reflection of her life 
work, stating that there had been some disappointments along the line.  Thatcher (1995, p. 
606) provides a different view on the assessment of one's life in terms of achievements, 
saying:  
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No human mind, nor indeed any conceivable computer, can calculate the sum total of 
 these experiences in terms of happiness, achievement and virtue, nor indeed their 
 opposites...  It follows therefore that the full accounting of how my political work 
 affected the lives of others is something we will only know on Judgement Day.  It is 
 an awesome and unsettling thought. (Thatcher, 1995, p. 606) 
 
Despair.  Hamacheck (1988) states that a person with a high sense of despair might be 
more pessimistic and dwell on past mistakes, whilst blaming others for their current 
circumstances, and ultimately fearing death, as they look back on their life with resentment 
and regret.   
Thatcher's writings and speeches about her time in office did not contain a pessimistic 
view of the decisions she had made during her tenure as PM.  On the contrary, she (1995, p. 
466) had a view of looking forward, and trying to rectify previous mistakes or dealing with 
challenges, as evident in the following words, "I am not by nature either introspective or 
retrospective: I always prefer to look forward.  I feel easiest dealing with immediate practical 
problems, and (within reason) the harder the better".   
Erikson (1963a) highlights that a person can develop despair with the passing away of 
peers and friends, and the subsequent realisation of one's own increased physical frailty.  
Thatcher experienced ill health, which caused her to cease her public speaking in 2002, one 
year before Denis's death.  By that time, Thatcher would already have been aware of her own 
physical frailty.  As expressed before, Thatcher's life changed significantly after her 
husband's demise, and she withdrew from public life.   
Disdain.  Erikson (1963a) states that a person who has a contempt for life, 
experiences despair at being unable to relive their lives in order to gain integrity, and hide 
their despair with the malignant tendency of 'disgust'.  The disgust could refer to the person's 
own life, or those of others.   
Thatcher resigned in 1990 as a result of many of her Cabinet ministers turning against 
her.  She (1995) confirmed that she had experienced 'dark days' after this event, during which 
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time she felt the need to (uncharacteristically) ponder on what had achieved during her life 
and the opportunities she had been given, and the significance of these events to her.   
As I left 10 Downing Street for the last time eleven years, six months and twenty-four 
 days after I first set foot there as Prime Minister, I was tormented by a whirl of 
 conflicting and confused thoughts and emotions.  I had passed from the well-lit world 
 of public life where I had lived so long into...  What?  Yet, though I may have leapt - 
 or been pushed - into the dark, I was not in free fall.  I had my family and my health.  
 I also found that there was an abundance of friends to give me moral and practical 
 help. (Thatcher, 1995, p. 465) 
 
Thatcher, although in despair, did not continue in that dark place.  Instead she was 
pleasantly surprised to find herself in the company of concerned friends, academics and other 
politicians, whose company she found pleasant, and intellectually stimulating.  "I came to see 
that on leaving Downing Street I had, however disagreeably and unwillingly, broken out of 
the kind of self-imposed exile which high office brings" (Thatcher, 1995, p. 467).   
 Wisdom.  Erikson (1963a) states that people who are able to approach death without 
fear have gained the ego strength called 'wisdom'.  During this stage, the trust gained during 
the first developmental stage has significant importance, as "healthy children will not fear life 
if their elders have integrity enough not to fear death" (Erikson, 1963a, p. 269).   
It is difficult to ascertain whether Thatcher herself feared death in her later years; 
however, in a speech presented at the 33rd Churchill Memorial Concert on 6 March 1999, 
she, in the words of Winston Churchill, provided an insight into how statesmen come to 
terms with the decisions they have made whilst in their positions of power, and the wisdom 
gained due to the passing of time:  
It's characteristic of Churchill's stature that, by common consent, the most moving 
 speech he ever made in the House of Commons was his eulogy on the death of 
 Neville Chamberlain.  The words are worth repeating, because in a way they apply to 
 Churchill himself, to me too I suppose, indeed to all of us who for any length of time 
 occupy the seats of power:  "It is not given to human beings - happily for them, for 
 otherwise life would be intolerable - to foresee or to predict to any large extent the 
 unfolding course of events.  In one phase men seem to have been right, in another 
 they seem to have been wrong.  Then again, a few years later, when the perspective of 
 time has lengthened, all stands in a different setting. There is a new proportion, there 
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 is another scale of values.  History with its flickering lamp stumbles along the trail of 
 the past, trying to reconstruct its scenes, to revive its echoes, and kindle with pale 
 gleams the passion of former days.  What is the worth of all this?  The only guide to a 
 man is his conscience; the only shield to his memory is the rectitude and sincerity of 
 his actions... without this shield we are so often mocked by the failure of our hope.... 
 with this shield, however fates may play, we march always in the ranks of honour."  I 
 believe that, near the end, the old statesman remarked of his long life that it had 
 been... "a grand journey - well worth making once"...  What a journey! (Thatcher, 
 1999) 
 
Thatcher was a divisive leader (Nicoll, 2013; Purvis, 2013), and polarising figure in 
the British history.  Moore (2013) explains that the British people are fascinated, appalled, 
but also delighted by her.   
Many think she saved Britain, many that she destroyed it.  The only thing that unites 
 them is their interest.  As she passes from current controversy into history, this 
 interest is undimmed...  And because of her sex, her beliefs and character, she is also a 
 global archetype - a leader against whom all others are measured: for some, a 
 cautionary tale, for others, a lodestar. (Moore, 2013, p. xvii) 
 
 
Discussion 
Considering the findings as discussed above, this section provides a summary of 
Margaret Hilda Thatcher’s life story in light of Erikson's (1950) theory of Psychosocial 
Development. 
Thatcher was raised in a nurturing and secure home environment, where she 
developed a sense of trust in herself, others, and the world, which gave her the self-
confidence and self-belief to pursue her dreams.  Due to her trust in others, perhaps to the 
point of sensory distortion, Thatcher had an expectation that they would remain loyal to her.  
If her trust was betrayed, she would be anguished, and would take steps to surround herself 
with those whom she thought would be supportive of her.  Thatcher's family life allowed 
little time for play, but focused instead on the Methodist values of hard work, thrift, 
charitable contribution and honesty.  It is therefore not surprising that Thatcher would 
consistently withdraw into the world of work, and regard it as her 'elixir' and the answer to 
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most of the challenges she faced.  The hope Thatcher had, was rooted in her self-belief, her 
sense of competence and the knowledge that she, through hard work, could restore Britain. 
Thatcher's father played a pivotal role in her life.  Due to his encouragement, she 
developed into an autonomous and independent person from an early age.  Thatcher had a 
measured and rational approach, and, although generally confident, she had a sense of doubt 
and shame about her social standing.  Her antidote to these feelings was hard work, wanting 
to prove herself and gain others' respect.  Thatcher's drive to succeed and her hard work were 
compulsive, and the result of her strong will and determination.  Her will was mainly rooted 
in her work, and the pursuit of a political career.  When she was prevented from doing what 
she wanted, it led to feelings of animosity towards the supposed perpetrator. 
Thatcher's 'Victorian' values and strong moral principles guided her behaviour.  As a 
result, she had initiative and integrity, she worked hard, and was responsible.  However, there 
was a ruthlessness about her when others did not live up to her unrelenting standards, and she 
perceived them as weak.  If others had an opinion that differed from her own, she would 
appear judgmental and self-righteous, often offending them.  Thatcher's approach in these 
instances would be combative, and she would show little guilt or remorse about her 
behaviour afterwards.  Her moral principles and strong work ethic, albeit noble, also inhibited 
Thatcher, as she always tried to do things correctly, by following the right procedures.  
Purpose was an important theme in Thatcher's life as she pursued a political career, working 
unceasingly to restore Britain.   
From an early age, Thatcher was recognised for her industriousness, and exhibited a 
drive to prove herself and to succeed.  Her success at many tasks reinforced in her the virtue 
of competence, and she worked hard to overcome her social insecurities.  At school, Thatcher 
was involved in many activities and appeared to have a broad range of interests, although her 
interest and focus in later life revolved around politics.  Due to her innate drive and self-
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belief, she pursued her political career relentlessly, despite knowing that the political scene 
was male-dominated, and somewhat dependent on a person's social class.  Although she felt 
socially inferior, and to a certain extent remained an outsider to the political world as a result 
of her gender, Thatcher never doubted her own abilities and competence, and was driven to 
achieve success through hard work. 
Having a career was important to Thatcher, and formed a significant part of her 
identity, and therefore, when she became a mother, she was determined to balance her career 
with motherhood.  She married Denis, who was committed and supportive, and who 
encouraged and enabled her to pursue her dreams of becoming a politician.  It would appear 
as if Thatcher's identity was fused with her purpose and drive to succeed in the political 
world, but ultimately to bring about positive change in the country.  In her career, Thatcher 
made decisions based on her 'Victorian' values, priding herself in the fact that she stayed true 
to her convictions, and, although she was fascinated by politics, this was not to the point of 
fanatacism, although some might have regarded it as such.  Her drive to change the face of 
Britain was firmly rooted in her self-belief, and her virtue of fidelity - to make a positive 
difference to society.  She therefore retained a sense of her true identity - the girl from 
Grantham - and worked hard to overcome the obstacles and prejudices that she encountered 
in the world of politics.  Thatcher's development up to this stage, and specifically her identity, 
purpose, will and determination, and fidelity, influenced all of her subsequent developmental 
stages.   
Thatcher had a natural ability to connect to others, but her position as PM, her busy 
schedule and her hard work, had a negative impact on her social life, and, as she had the need 
to connect with people loyal to her, she did so with people who worked closely with her, as 
well as her with husband and sister.  These connections sustained her emotionally throughout 
her life.  Thatcher branded the role of PM as a lonely one, due to the unique stresses and 
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responsibilities it posed, but also the inevitable criticism that would follow for decisions 
made.  Consequently, she experienced a sense of isolation, and was careful about whom she 
let close to her.  However, being purpose-driven and determined to improve Britain's 
economic and social circumstances, Thatcher remained set on making a number of difficult, 
and often controversial, decisions for the greater good of the country.   
Thatcher's generativity was strong to the point of overextension.  She had a relentless 
pace, worked hard, sacrificed sleep, family holidays and social time to ensure that the next 
generation was better off.  Moreover, her unrelenting standards extended to having an 
expectation that others within her team would have the same passion and commitment, which 
often alienated others, including her father.  As Thatcher was set on bringing about economic 
reform, the results that were produced, were often controversial and much criticised.  She 
countered these criticisms by never stagnating, and putting in even more effort.  Through this 
enduring focus, Thatcher remained resolute in her care for the next generation.  When her 
leadership of the Conservative Party was in the balance, and there was growing unrest from 
within and outside the Cabinet, Thatcher remained cognisant of her purpose, although she 
was hurt by the disloyalty of those whom she trusted.  She made the ultimate sacrifice by 
giving up her position as PM, with the belief that this act would secure the power the Tories 
had during that time, and would therefore be able to continue the good work, and build on her 
legacy for the betterment of Britain. 
Although Thatcher suffered from dementia during her last few years, her memoirs, 
written prior to that time, indicated that she had a sense of satisfaction about her life lived.  
She admitted that her political journey had not been an easy one, and was strewn with many 
difficult decisions to be made, which resulted in her being regarded as a contentious leader.  
Nevertheless, she realised that the reforms she had made, although controversial, were done 
with courage, conviction and integrity, and that these decisions would ultimately be judged 
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by a Higher Power, and therefore she did not despair of these choices, nor the mistakes she 
had made.  Additionally, she did not show any disdain towards those she thought had done 
her wrong over the years.  Instead, her attitude remained positive, and she had a 'forward-
looking' focus of wanting to learn more and wanting to see the British economy restored and 
the British spirit being kept alive.    
 
Conclusion 
In this chapter, the life of Margaret Hilda Thatcher was discussed through the 
application of Erikson's (1950) theory of Psychosocial Development.  Thatcher's life was 
divided into eight developmental stages, based on those proposed by Erikson (1950), and 
were discussed in terms of the respective developmental opportunities, possible 
maladaptations and malignancies, as well as the psychosocial virtues gained (or not gained), 
through the successful (or unsuccessful) navigation of these stages.  This allowed for the 
drawing of various deductions and interpretations about Thatcher's life span development.  
The following chapter brings the study to a conclusion, and provides information about the 
limitations thereof, and recommendations for future research. 
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CHAPTER 5 
CONCLUSIONS, LIMITATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
“Stand up and throw your voice. We want to hear what you have to say” 
(Thatcher, as cited in Blundell, 2008, p.9) 
 
Chapter Preview 
In this chapter, the purpose of the study will be revisited and discussed, followed by a 
discussion about the limitations of the study, as well as considerations and recommendations 
for future research.  Finally, an exploration of the value and the contributions of the study 
will draw the research to an end.   
 
Purpose of the Study Revisited 
Runyan (2013) states that the discipline of psychology is concerned with three levels 
of generality, namely learning what is true about people in general, what is true about groups 
of people, and that which is true about individual lives.  Psychobiographical research is a 
particular kind of case-based research.  It is an established methodology and a speciality area 
which applies psychological theory and research tools to the intensive study of an individual 
person of historic significance (Ponterotto, 2014).   
Psychobiographical research aims to provide a systematic, in-depth exploration and 
description of a subject's life story within a specific socio-historical context, using a 
psychological frame of reference.  Such an integrated study of 'whole' and finished lives 
allows for the retention of the holistic and meaningful characteristics of real-life events 
(McAdams, 1988; Miles et al., 2014; Yin, 2009), and, as a result of this, the individual's life is 
transformed into a coherent and illuminating story (McAdams, 2006).   
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Margaret Hilda Thatcher (1925 - 2013) served as Prime Minister of the UK from 1979 
to 1990.  A number of years after leaving office, she received the title of Baroness Thatcher 
of Kesteven as a means of recognising her contribution in serving Great Britain as Head of 
State.  In 1995 she became a member of the highest order of knighthood in England, namely 
the Order of the Garter.  Thatcher wrote two memoirs and a book on international politics 
within a few years of her resignation.  Apart from these, a variety of other texts existed for 
the purposes of this study, including biographies, speeches, interviews and articles.  Currently 
there is only one published psychobiographical interpretation on Thatcher's life available in 
the public domain, which was written by rival politician, Leo Abse (1989), although this 
work had been criticised for its bias and rival political agenda, rather than its psychological 
significance.   
Psychobiographical studies are exploratory-descriptive research, therefore the primary 
aim of this study was to explore and describe the life of Thatcher according to Erikson's 
(1950) theory of Psychosocial Development.  A secondary objective was to clarify the 
applicability of the theoretical tenets of Erikson's (1950) theory by applying it to Thatcher's 
life.  The findings of this study were generalised to Thatcher's life, instead of the general 
population.      
To achieve the aims of the study, the researcher began by discussing the theoretical 
framework that was utilised in the study, followed by a description of the research 
methodology applied.  After this, Thatcher's life story was described.  This description 
incorporated significant aspects relating to her socio-historical context.  Finally, Thatcher's 
life story was interpreted and examined within the context of Erikson's (1950) theory of 
Psychosocial Development.   
The following section of this chapter will examine the limitations of the present 
research study, focusing on the psychobiographical case study method, the 
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psychobiographical subject, and the theoretical framework used.  This will concurrently 
facilitate a discussion about recommendations for future research. 
 
Limitations of the Study and Recommendations for Future Research 
Psychobiographical case study method.  Köváry (2011) explains that 
psychobiographers have often been criticised for using single cues in order to build complex 
analyses, but that these often do not stand up to scrutiny.  Additionally, the 
psychobiographical approach has been critised for being non-scientific, flexible and 
pragmatic, and lacking reliability and validity (Runyan, 1983; Terre Blanche et al., 2006).  A 
number of specific criticisms inherent to psychobiographical research have been discussed in 
Chapter three, which included the analysis of an absent subject, researcher bias, reductionism, 
cross-cultural differences, validity and reliability, easy research genre and elitism, an infinite 
amount of biographical data and inflated expectations.  Additionally, certain limitations to the 
current study will be discussed below. 
Psychobiographical research had often been criticised for its low external validity – 
this criticism is also relevant to the current study, due to the findings being generalised to 
Thatcher's life, as opposed to the population as a whole.  This method of analytical 
generalisation ensures that the findings are compared with the theoretical tenets of Erikson's 
(1950) theory of Psychosocial Development.       
Furthermore, as psychobiographies study real, complex lives, its findings are likely to 
be, in part, speculative.  Whilst the current researcher made every attempt to provide 
informed and theoretically grounded findings, alternative descriptions with regards to 
Thatcher's personality development are likely to be generated.   
Further research on the life of Thatcher would be a key recommendation.  More in-
depth studies, perhaps at a doctoral level, utilising additional theoretical approaches, would 
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contribute to a deeper understanding of Thatcher's psychological development.  Currently 
there are comparatively few academic articles available on Thatcher's life.  Future research 
could therefore focus on specific aspects of her development, which would not only provide 
new insights about the research subject, but would also open up new avenues of study. 
 
Psychobiographical subject.  As psychobiographies focus on exploring personality, 
providing a thick description is one of the most important means for achieving credibility, 
and is one of the key elements of this research genre.  Further research on the life of Thatcher 
on a larger scale would be a recommended, as the scope of the current study limited the 
amount of information that could be included. 
Thatcher was a private person, despite her public profile, and therefore not much 
information exists about her personal life, in particular with regards to her development prior 
to the age of twelve and her relationship with her mother.  Additionally, none of the texts 
provided in-depth detail about Thatcher's relationship with her own children.  This was a 
particular limitation of this study, as the relationship with the mother as primary caregiver is 
regarded as the foundation of the individual's personality development.  This limitation was 
partly overcome by the use of two autobiographical writings, one comprehensive, authorised 
biography, and  transcripts of Thatcher's speeches and interviews that are available in the 
public domain, although a number of uncertainties still remain.  In order to minimise the 
impact of this limitation on future research, a recommendation would be to conduct 
interviews (where possible) with her living relatives. 
Due to Thatcher's public profile, and controversial image, a limitation exists regarding 
overemphasis – being it strengths or weaknesses - at the expense of their counterparts.  
Consideration was given to this limitation, and was partly overcome by the use of extant 
literature in the public domain, including writings from admirers who wish to promote 
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Thatcher’s ideologies, those with particular criticisms of Thatcher, and those writing 
objective and factual accounts of her life.  Whilst this allowed for a more balanced view of 
Thatcher the person, it also permitted a richer description within the limited amount of 
information that could be included in a treatise.  Although the use of a variety of texts 
allowed for personal information about Thatcher to be revealed, it is recommended that this 
limitation be addressed in future research by using an even broader database, which includes 
first, second, and third person accounts of Thatcher's life, and interviews with people who 
personally knew and worked with Thatcher. 
Another limitation to this study was the absence of the psychobiographical subject.  
Thatcher died in 2013, and, despite the abundance of existing texts about her, no life can be 
fully captured on paper, therefore the available biographical data were approached with 
caution.  Miles et al. (2014) suggest that the researcher place herself, as far as possible, in the 
context of Thatcher.  The researcher attempted to do this by staying cognisant of Thatcher’s 
social, political, historical, economic and psychological context, which would be an 
important recommendation for future research.   
 
Conceptual model.  No psychological theory can explain an individual in their 
entirety, since it is one view among many others (Anderson, 1981).  Although Erikson's 
(1950) theory has been widely accepted for its explanation of psychosocial development, and 
practitioners have found it useful in their work and adopted its constructs, Hook (2009) 
emphasises that there is a lack of explanation for the reason changes occur, and a distinct 
absence of solid evidence for the validity of the theory (Marcia, 2014; Rosenthal et al., 1981). 
This limitation was noted in the current study.  However, as there has been a greater 
emphasis on the ‘narrative turn’ in psychology from the 1980s onwards (Köváry, 2011), 
using the theory to provide narrative explanations of how the developmental crises are 
158 
 
resolved, and what is observed in the lived experience of individuals, become useful in that it 
expands the knowledge about the psychological theory (Mitchell, 2013). 
Hook (2009) notes that Erikson's (1950) theory has been criticised for being biased 
towards males, without accounting for female development.  In 1968, Erikson asserted that 
males are more oriented towards career and ideological commitment, whereas females' 
identity development centres around marriage and childbearing.  The findings of the current 
study refute Erikson’s (1968) claim, as Thatcher’s life story reflected a focus on career and 
ideological commitment, which he previously associated with males.   
Another criticism of Erikson’s (1950) theory is its emphasis on culturally-bound 
values, and more specifically, ‘American’ capitalistic values of independence, initiative and 
industriousness that reflect qualities that are desirable within a competitive, individualistic 
and capitalistic society (Hook, 2009).  The findings of the current study highlighted 
Thatcher’s development of the so-called ‘American’ capitalistic values.  Future research on 
psychobiographical subjects from non-collectivist cultures, or those who typify the antithesis 
of such a culture, may, however, find that the values constructed, are not comparable 
(Mitchell, 2013).   
 
Value of the study.  Exploring and describing the life of Thatcher, as prominent 
leader, had much value, in that it emphasised a different dimension to her life that has not 
previously been portrayed, and it allowed for her psychosocial story to emerge as a result of 
the psychological approach adopted.  In studying the development of Thatcher, the 
importance of reconstructing the life of a leader within context and psychological paradigms 
is highlighted. 
 Additionally, the value of the research is thought to be found in presenting the life of 
an individual as unique, and within a specific socio-cultural and historical context.  Thatcher 
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was a unique individual.  Her development had the backdrop of World War II, and her 
background did not reflect that which was generally regarded as typical within the highest 
echelons of leadership within the Conservative Party at the time – she was a female, she did 
not have a financially advantaged childhood, an above-average intellect or great social 
stature.  By studying the life of Thatcher as a controversial leader, it is hoped that this study 
stimulates interest in developing further understanding of leadership, and ‘conviction’ 
politics.   
This research is believed by the researcher to have made a valuable contribution to the 
body of knowledge of psychology, and specifically to psychobiographies as a strategic 
research genre in the South African academic field.  Through the integration of psychology 
and biography, rich descriptions of the subject’s life can be generated to gain an 
understanding thereof; additionally, it allows for the psychological theory to be expanded, 
challenged and enriched.  The researcher suggests that the current study has enabled the 
generation of such descriptions of Thatcher’s life in the context of Erikson’s (1950) theory of 
Psychosocial Development.   
 
Personal Reflections 
Thatcher hardly ever looked back in order to reflect on her life, and to revisit her 
earlier decisions made.  However, as researcher, the end of this research journey warrants a 
lingering glance backwards to  ponder over decisions made, and the learnings gained.   
Research can be described as 'blood, sweat and tears' on a page.  Although this 
description is not totally befitting for this research, it can be said that this journey has been a 
challenge.  At the beginning of the research process, I found myself in unknown territory, and 
questioning my choice of research genre.  Having limited knowledge of psychobiographical 
research, the methodology and format thereof, and what the research process entailed, often 
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proved to be somewhat overwhelming, and have subsequently led to many moments of 
frustration.  With the luxury of 20/20 hindsight, it was, undoubtedly, a good choice.  The 
learnings gained, are invaluable.  Apart from the fact that I have gained a clearer 
understanding of the psychobiographical approach, and research in general, I have come to 
recognise the value of the in-depth study of Erikson's (1950) theory, and how it could inform 
my daily therapeutic 'encounter with the other' as my practical work continues.  The gains 
made from this research would therefore continue beyond the conclusion of this research. 
At the outset of this study, the choice of research subject was imperative, and was 
driven by curiosity, and a desire to understand why Thatcher was regarded as controversial, 
and who and what influenced her personality development.  The pre-reading highlighted the 
concept of 'conviction' politics, which is what Thatcher came to be known for.  I recognised 
that this would make an interesting research topic, but quickly realised that the lack of 
childhood information would have a significant and negative impact on the study.  Given the 
lack of childhood and adult relationship information, an exploration and description of her 
life as a research focus was regarded as more appropriate.   
Throughout the research journey, I found myself adopting a neutral position towards 
Thatcher the politician, but remaining curious about Thatcher the person.  Many books 
provide comprehensive details about Thatcher as a leader and a politician, but there was a 
surprising lack of information about Thatcher the person.  This makes one consider her 
reputation as a controversial leader, and leads me to suspect that she was regarded as divisive, 
based on the effect of her decisions, and not necessarily because of her personhood.  One may 
question if the general public’s views on her might have been swayed if they had known 
more about her true self.   
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As I conclude this study, I realise that there are still many questions left unanswered 
about Thatcher, but that this might be reflective of psychology as science, as more knowledge 
about people leads to an awareness of the depth of personality still to be explored. 
 
Conclusion 
This final chapter presented the limitations and value of the study in a brief analysis, 
along with a discussion of recommendations for future research, with specific reference to the 
psychobiographical case study method, the psychobiographical subject and the conceptual 
model used.  This study aimed to provide an exploration and description of the life of 
Margaret Hilda Thatcher, and to clarify the applicability of the theoretical tenets of Erikson's 
(1950) theory by applying it to Thatcher's life.  Based on these aims, the researcher has 
concluded that the study has achieved what it set out to accomplish.   
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Appendix B 
Conceptual Framework: Data Analysis Grid 
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Appendix C 
Formal Consent 
 
From: Margaret Thatcher Foundation [info@margaretthatcher.org] 
Sent: 03 February 2014 17:02  
To: Marx, Milisa (Ms) (Summerstrand Campus 2nd Avenue) 
Subject: RE: M. Thatcher as research subject for psychobiography 
 
Dear Milisa 
 
Thank you for your email. 
 
You don't need our permission, I think: you are free to write as you choose without it. 
 
And of course you are welcome also to use documents on our site in the course of your  
research. 
 
If you publish documents at some point, you will need permission from copyright holders, 
which may include us. But that is separate, and probably some way off. 
 
Good luck with your work. 
 
Best wishes 
Chris Collins 
Margaret Thatcher Foundation 
 
 
 
From: Marx, Milisa (Ms) (Summerstrand Campus 2nd Avenue)  
[mailto: Milisa.Marx2@nmmu.ac.za] 
Sent: 03 February 2014 14:35 
To: info@margaretthatcher.org 
Subject: M. Thatcher as research subject for psychobiography 
 
Dear Sir/Madam 
 
I am currently completing a Master's Degree in Counselling Psychology at the Nelson 
Mandela Metropolitan University (NMMU), South Africa. As partial fulfilment of this 
degree, it is required that a treatise is completed. 
 
I would hereby like to request permission to include Baroness Margaret Thatcher as research 
subject for a Psychobiographical Master's treatise. This study would involve the application 
of a well-known psychological personality theory in an effort to gain a psychological 
understanding of her. Care will be taken not to harm the reputation of Baroness Thatcher and 
her affiliations in this process. The data utilised, will include published academic papers, 
autobiographies, biographies, articles and previous psychobiographies.  
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To that end, I would also like to request permission to use the documents on your website to 
aid me in this project. 
 
I look forward to your response at your convenience. 
 
Kind regards. 
 
Milisa Marx 
 
Intern Counselling Psychologist, Student Counselling, Career and Development Centre, 2nd 
Avenue Campus, Port Elizabeth 6001, South Africa 
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